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PREFACE.

TrE idea which prompted this volume was to string
such humors as were illustrative, upon some philosophic
threads, which had been floating in my mind.

Has not humor a philosophy of its own — physical,
mental, and moral? It is said by Hazlitt, in his article
on wit and humor, that you can not give a reason why
you laugh ; that people must laugh of themselves, or not
at all. Without denying that we laugh with spontaneous
impulse, and sometimes the more, at any restraint upon
this impulse, yet the very categories of the critic himself
prove that the laugh has a rational philosophy. They
answer the Horatian query—* Quid Rides ?”

Inquiring of one accomplished in physical science,
and an expert in dissecting the parts of the human frame,
he, unlike old Burton, found no melancholy in the anat-
omy. “What portion of the human body engages. in
the act of laughing?” I asked him. He responded,
“No one part in particular; all parts work. Health is
called hearty because it results from the combination of
all parts in the laugh.” True, the facial muscles play a
prominent rdle; just as the face does in a man or a
clock ; but in the act of laughing, every part is in exer-
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cise! Every fibre laughs with the human being, when
he condescends to be amused. Hence, when the ques-
tion, “Why do you laugh?” is asked, the answer is vain
if it simply shows, as another author undertakes to show,
half ironically, that we ought not to laugh at all, but
that we ought only to smile.

Laughter is not sardonic. It is not from the Herda
sardonica. ‘That vegetable may produce a convulsive
twitch. It may make involuntary contractions of the
pectoral muscles and lungs ; but these are not depend-
ent on the outward sensation or the inner reflection.
Hence, this sardonic philosophy properly regards the
man who laughs as a fool. He is a mountebank, a
clown, a simple, simpering zany. But laughter has its
mental causes, and its logical and moral consequences ;
and to answer the question why these causes and ef-
fects exist is within the domain of an inquiry which the
sages, from Aristotle to Sydney Smith, and from him of
Malmesbury down to the rare critic I have quoted, have
not disdained to propound.

When, therefore, in our daily routine, and in our Ameri-
can life ; when by highway, a$ in the Legislature, or by
by-way, as at the hearth ; when in the newspaper and on
the stage, in the car and in the steamer; when even in
the pulpit as well as in the circus, the restless American
race makes its music—facial, mental, and moral—and
thus unshadows its care, and cheers its anxiety by humors
so peculiar as to make a school of its own, the inquiry
which has the dignity of philosophy can not be unworthy
of illustration and commentary. This I propose in these
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pages. The body of the suggestions, and the lights
thrown upon them, are drawn from those experiences
with which the writer has been most familiar.

Eliminate from the literature or conduct of any one
people the amusing and amused faculty, and you produce
a sterility as dull and uninteresting as the cinders and
ashes of the volcanic fields of Iceland. But include the
amusing element within the experiences and history of
mankind, and no description of luxuriance, with grape,
olive, nectarine, and orange, clustering and luscious; such
as make the vales of Portugal a perennial smile, is ade-
quate to emphasize the contrast.

A friend has raised a personal question, which may be
pardonably noticed. Leigh Hunt once said that he was
perplexed whether to speak of himself in the singular or
plural number, whether to subject himself to the impa-
tience of people vainer by saying “I,” or to hamper him-
self with saying, “ we were,” “ we would,” and *“ we once.”
But resolutely, under Montaigne’s advice, he concluded
that he had plenty of imperfections to set off self-love ;
so that he courageously wrote of himself, regardless of
any imputed egoism.

In this book, it is impossible not to recall the writer’s
experience, and to impress somewhat of his personality
upon the analysis. “We?” beg, however, to disavow any
intention or expectation of making this subtle essence
called humor. The only object is, by collation and gen-
eralization, to show the humor of classes and individuals,
Should we be forbidden to do this because now and then

the writer has himself been suspected, though never fairly
*



Io PREFACE.

‘convicted, of a joke? Especially in the delineation and
demonstration of legislative humors, in recalling those
diversions of staid Solons in whose midst many years
have been passed, can there be entire impersonality ?

There is an account of a dramatic Mzcenas who took
a steady boy from his parents, and, ignorant of any hu-
morous or other propensity, solemnly dedicated him to
the Comic Muse. The boy, however, did ripen into a
capital comedian. Perhaps this was an exceptional case,
for there is no special chrism whose anointing will induce
the jolly genius ; but a little discipline and some research
may enable a serious soul to group and illustrate the hu-
mor of others.

PREFACE TO NEW EDITION.

SINCE the earlier editions of this volume, the author is
convinced that it was not altogether written in vain ; cer-
tainly it was not the offspring of vanity. The public
have read something in it, between the lines, otherwise
they would not have accepted it so cheerfully. Had
there not been a rational object in the concatenation of
certain incidents, anecdotes, and humors, the design of
the volume would have failed.

Much new matter has been added to this edition.
From that abundant source of humor—the Celtic race,
indigenous and exotic—the author has drawn, to illus-

" trate the philosophy of laughter.

The distinguished favor with which former editions
have been received has been the encouragement for the
present issue.
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WHY WE LAUGH.

L
HUMOR IN GENERAL

¢ Manners with fortunes, humors turn with climes,
Tenets with books, and principles with times,”—PoPE.

HuMoR, in its literal meaning, is moisture. Its derived
sense is different ; but while it is now a less sluggish ele-
ment than moisture, we still associate with humor some
of its old relations. In old times, physicians reckoned
several kinds of moisture in the human body—phlegm,
blood, choler, and melancholy. They found one vein
particularly made for a laugh to run in, the blood of which
being stirred, the man laughed, even if he felt like crying,
whether he would or no. Tasso describes in his serious
epic, “ Jerusalem Delivered,” the death of the knight Ar-
donio, who, at the taking of Jerusalem, was slain by a
Persian lance, which

“Plerced him through the vein
Where Laughter has her fountain and her seat,
So that (a dreadful bane) )
He laughed for pain, and laughed himself to death.”

The temper-of the mind seemed to the old doctors to
change as one or the other of these kinds of moisture
predominated. Thus the mind received its prevailing
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men laugh at wit as well as at humor. S0 they do at
farce. There is much of humor in both wit and farce.
They are divided from humor by no very clear lines;
yet humor is neither wit nor farce. Wit cuts, humor
tickles ; farce grins, humor smiles. Wit is polished and
sharp, an edge-tool dangerous to handle in the most
practiced hands. When Jerrold heard a foolish stranger
say, at dinner, “Sheep’s head forever,” he exclaimed,
“What egotism!” This was a witty flash, and it hurt.
Humor may be rusty, though never dull. While wit uses
the scalpel, brings blood, divides our members, cuts out
the gangrene, and oftentimes the healthy parts, humor
manipulates gently, or gestures with the playful finger
under the ribs of jollity, never drawing blood, but pump-
ing up the moisture until the eyes run over with gladness,
There was more humor in Jerrold than wit, when he ex-
claimed, as he saw a tall man dance with a short lady,
“There’s a mile dancing with a mile-stone!” Farce, on
the other hand, is the caricature of humor. It shakes
one rather roughly, disturbs the gentler currents, until
they lose their lucid mirthfulness in the turbulent rush
of broad guffaw.

Wit is not always a desirable quality. The worst men
often use it. The devil generally monopolizes it. John
Randolph had it, and used it. Voltaire, that embodied
epigram, curt and unconscionable, wrote and talked in
that vein. The lustre of humor never tingled in his
blood, nor shed its geniality on his time. He became a
thin stick of caustic, withering and blackening whatever
he touched. Cervantes, however, wrote in a different
vein, and made men merry at the incongruities of the
Don and Sancho, while he strove to better human nat-
ure. His humor wears the sterling stamp of humanity.
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Genuine humor is founded on a deep, thoughtful, and
manly character. It would make men laugh more hearti-
ly, in order to make them live more happily. Wit is not
careful of moral consequences. It looks only to its own
brilliant flash. It admires the jewel in the hilt, and the
glitter of the steel, only that they may give a glory to
the stroke. Your humorless man, however witty, is not
the best man. Indeed, the Italians have the same word
(¢tristezza) for melancholy and malignity. Pope was witty,
sad, and bad. Humor, if true, is kind and reformatory.
Thackeray is wit all compact ; but, unlike Pope’s wit, it
is relieved by lustrous fringes of humor. Dickens is hu-
mor—radiant and benevolent.

Blessed be that man or that nation, which, like Ire-
land, has more humor than wit; blessed if the wit be
tempered with humor; blessed if that humor, like the
juice of the grape, mingles with the blood, to warm the
heart and generously fructify the life !

The Declaration of American Independence has been
called a selfevident lie. So it is, if it is meant to de-
clare that all men are created equal, and if by that phrase
is meant equality in the endowments of mind. No ax-
iom in Euclid is so self-evident as the diversity of men in
the quality of humor alone. But whether men laugh, or
whether they forbear, they are certainly equal in their
right to do either, May not Mr. Glum, who wears his
suit of sombre, and draws down the corners of his mouth,
and opens his lachrymose sluices, and laments, like a
maiden in sackcloth, for the husband of her youth,” as
he walks through this vale of tears, stand upon the same
equality of right as his neighbor, Mr. Glee, whose words
are a squad of rattling jokes, and whose mouth is ever on
the stretch with smiles, as he reads in every thing about
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him glad tidings of great joy? This is what all Decla-
rations of Independence should say. It is not true that
all are created equal, in their faculties, whether of reason
or of fun. All men have fun in their nature ; some more
than others, too much ; some less than others, and too
little. But there is more fun in our sourish people, and
more sourness in our pleasant people, than we are apt to
suppose. There is more sugar in vinegar, and more acid
in cider, than we are wont to believe. Fermentation
brings them out.

Humor differs only in degree, not in kind. The white
man and black man both have fun in them, just as the
diamond and charcoal are of the same material—car-
bon. In one it is crystallized and concentrated ; in the
other it is diffusive and combustible. Try each under
the blow-pipe : the charcoal will glow with plentiful scin-
tillations long before the diamond releases a sparkle of
its light.

Efforts have been made in France, and perhaps in
this country, to transmute charcoal into diamonds ; but I
think the result was not worth the pains and expense.

There are some phases in life which would stir humor
in every man of sanity. Not that every one would laugh
at the same object, but every one would laugh at some
time of his life at some object. What would be a ho-
meopathic pellet of humor to one would furnish another
with a ton of fun, and vice versd. .

Again, the humor of men differs at different hours of
the day, and at different epochs of their lives. Men are
like some flowers. The common pink is blue early in the
morning, and bright pink as the sun advances. Others
are white in the morning, pink at noon, and red at sunset,
as if they took their hues from the sun in his motions,
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Moreover, what is amusing to a boy is puerile to a man,
and what is painful to a boy may be pleasant to a man.
Who does not remember that nothing was so dreaded by
him at school as to be punished by sitting between two
girls? - But ah| the force of habit and the lapse of time !
In after-years we learn to submit to it without shedding
a tear!

These varieties must be so from the variety of human
vicissitude. An Englishman laughs at the untoward ef-
fort of 2 Frenchman to speak English, though a French-
man would not laugh at John Bull’s awkwardness at
French ; yet Johnny Crapaud never laughs more than
at an Englishman’s surly airs of assumed consequence,
An African bursts into irrepressible glee at the faintest
approach of the ludicrous, as if his mind had but one
side, and it were all smitten and quivering with jollity ;
yet the grave Spaniard, his master, composedly smokes
his cigarette and twirls his mustache, utterly impervious
to the stroke. The one, like jelly, shakes with every mo-
tion around ; the other is frigid, like ice, and thaws with
a cold trickle of pleasure.

This diversity in humor is independent of education.
It is not superficial either. No outside show can hide
it. The spiritual tentacula are always vital and vibrato-
ry in some ; ever dormant, if not dead, in others. Some
would have a perpetual jubilee of life; their muscles
are ever ready to relax at the absurdities of others;
they have amusing scouts and sentries ever on the alert
to catch fun ; while others are so indifferent that it seems
as if nature were shrouded at their birth. Observe these
two men on the cars. They buy Harper's Magazine.
The one begins with the Scientific article, the other begins
at the “ Drawer end,” and reads, like a Hebrew, backward.
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~ Shall we say, then, that there is no law for humor?

Like the comet or the cholera, it comes — God only
knows whence —and its very orbit is an eccentricity.
It is very often humor only because it is exceptional.
Queerness is the badge of its genuineness. Undertake
to bring it into orbits, measure it by geometry, test it by
equations, appreciate it by figures, or square it with roots
and logic, and it is off! Its law is to have no well-de-
fined code, and all attempts to philosophize about its es-
sence were as well omitted. We know that ## s, that
it is different in different minds; but why, it is beyond
philosophy to tell. )

“ Fat men are always humorous,” says one who has a
theory, and Falstaff is introduced as the illustration. The
analogies of nature are pressed into the service of this
oleaginous theory. Tom Hood is quoted where he says
of the Australian soil that “it is so fat that, tickle it with
a hoe, and it will laugh with a harvest.” But fun and
fat do not necessarily go together. Moisture of the mus-
cles and layers of lard have no more to do with humor
than meat has with manhood. Little Dr. Holmes would
show you that by one turn of his “tread-mill.” The
beasts which feed most are the dullest. We must reject,
then, the adipose theory. If we are to judge of a man’s
jollity by the juiciness of his body, one would think an
Ametican to be the jolliest of mortals, for his salivary
glands are in perpetual flux.

% Laziness begets laughter,” says another theorist. 1In-
dustrious people are too earnest and serious for jokes.
Leisure leads to levity, and a nation that is always bend-
ing its sinews to labor can not unbend them to laugh.
This is measurably true, but it will not hold as a gen-
eral rule. There is something more radical, something
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too evanescent for apprehension, which determines the
humorous temper of the mind. All that we can say is,
that physical influences may, and do, modify its develop-
ment; but the germinal principle in every man is different.
What Mozart said of himself and his composing will il-
lustrate what is meant: “I do not know in what my orig-
inality consists. Why my productions take that particu-
lar form or style which makes them Mozartish is proba-
bly owing to the same cause which makes my nose thus
and so—makes it, in short, Mozart’s nose.

COSMOPOLITAN HUMOR.,

But as the people of one country may be alike even in
their differences of body and mind, so there are pecul-
iarities in the humor of different nations as marked as
the geographical peculiarities of their country, or as their
food. An Englishman loves roast beef; a German, sour-
krout ; a Patagonian, red mud ; a Kamtchatkan, blub-
ber; a South Sea Islander, cold clergyman ; a Peruvian
Indian, the abominable chica; and the American, the
weed! Their humorous taste is not less diverse.

To the eye of a comprehensive philosophy every thing
is laughable, ludicrous, or ridiculous except that which is
the proper attribute and investment of an honest heart
and a pure soul. It was long ago said by Coleridge that
whatever must be misrepresented in order to be ridiculed
is not ridiculed in fact, but the thing substituted for it.
It is a satire on something else, coupled with a lie on the
part of the satirist. If, however, the lie is excessively
great, and the intent to deceive is playful and apparent,
there is humor. The more incredible the story, the
greater the fun. There may be an honest hyperbole and
a sincere mockery of heroism.
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Sir Thomas More, in his ideal commonwealth, says
that when the foreign embassadors came into Utopia,
and found that their gold, gems, and finery produced
nothing but laughter, they were amazed. And if we ever
have a perfect Utopian society, such amazement will sa-
lute every such mere ostentatious adornment. I never
doubted the story of an emperor of Japan who died of
immoderate laughter when told that the Americans gov-
erned themselves without a king, for, at that time, to the
Japanese sense of humor perhaps no more comical idea
was entertainable. Indeed, it has sometimes become far-
cical to elector and elected, successful and defeated, in
this country.

It is alleged that some nations have little or no humor,
as the Dutch and Scotch. The solidity of the Dutch
prevents a joke from getting through their sevenfold pile
of clothing and flesh. As prone as we are in America
to divide into parties and sects on every issue, we could
never have divided on such a question as divided Hol-
land and Zealand for two centuries. Their whole popula-
tion were arrayed one against the other in a dispute which
arose between two persons at a feast. The Hocks main-
tained one side, the Kaalbejanoos the other. The agita-
tion grew to such a pitch that the nobles and towns took
sides. Each were ready to die for their colors, though
the world was ready to die laughing at their dullness:
and the vexed question was, whether the cod-fish took
the hook, or the hook took the cod-fish.

As to the Scotch, notwithstanding the humor of Burns,
Smollett, and Scott, yet I think that Sydney Smith was
not far from the truth when he said that it required a
surgical operation to get a joke into a Scotch understand-
ing. Indeed, the same idea is conveyed in some of
Black’s recent Scottish novels.
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I am not, however, prepared to agree that their only
idea of humor is infinitely distressing, inasmuch as it con-
sists in immoderately laughing at stated, or what may be
called geometrical, intervals. If the Scotch were not so
“canny,” they might be more comically inclined. It
would not then require the point of a gimlet to reach the
objective point. The possession of keenness and intelli-
gence, and their constant use, render them too serious to
jest. They want the ardor and impulses which the Irish
have in abundance, and which give to them an unresist-
ing flow of mirth. Ireland makes up for her want of
practical sagacity by the wit of her writers, the readiness
of her repartees, and the drollery of her bulls. Macaulay
hit the white when he said that Ireland was more inter-
esting than prosperous.

Art is cosmopolitan. Painting, sculpture, and elo-
quence—all forms of literature and expression—are pos-
sible to each nation. There is, however, something about
humor unmistakably national as well as periodical. Itis
said that no one but an Englishman—nay, no one but
Douglas Jerrold—could have made his wit, any more than
any one else but Hood could have made Hood’s puns.
“It is better to be witty and wise, than witty and other-
wise,” is a witticism of the Anglo-Jerrold type ; while no
one but Hood could have fancied the Mrs. F., who was
so very deaf that she might have worn a percussion-cap,
and been knocked on the head, without hearing it snap ;
and whose ear-trumpet was so wonderful that she heard
from her husband at Botany Bay! It was a pleasing ex-
aggeration of Charles Lamb to pity that solemn English
ancestry who lived before candles were common, and
who, when a joke was cracked in the dark, had to feel
around for the smile. Could any one but an American
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make Shakspeare a “boss poet?” or add to Thackeray’s
remark about the baby size of an oyster—that he had
eaten one so large that it took three men to swallow it
whole? .

The national paternity of these bits of fun is as clearly
traceable as a bull would be to Ireland. “Where,” ex-
claimed a Hibernian, “will you find a modern building
which has lasted as long as the ancient ones?” “They
never could be forgotten,” said De Quincey, “for no man
had ever remembered them.” This was the logic of the
intellectual man, incapable of making the Celtic phrase.

Humor changes with different eras. It is as impossi-
ble to make Cervantes and “ Hudibras” popular nowa-
days as to make Punck American, or President Lincoln
amusing to a Laplander. Paris laughs perpetually at
Charivari; but no cacographic wit could make Billings.
acceptable to a caf¢ ckantant. Artemus Ward pleased
the English; but is he not exceptional? The native
roughness of his style was wonderfully rounded and pol-
ished by a sense as universal as that of Rabelais. Asa
Louisville friend has said, “We have a humor racy of
the soil, quaint and characteristic, very primitive and
provincial, and more independent of classic inspiration
and foreign models than any of our contemporaries!”
Quoting Pope, however, he still confesses that humor is
like our watches: none go just alike, yet each believes
his own. .

Unmistakable in its refinement was the wit of Charles
O’Conor once, in answer to Judge Henry E. Davies: “It
is difficult,” said the latter, “to do justice to more than
one side.” Response from the American Celt—to wit:
“Your infernal ingenuity makes it often certain that you
do injustice to both sides,” Sheridan’s memory for jests,
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and imagination for facts, were not less accurate and
acute, as tests of the national sheath in which his dirk
of wit was incased. I knew a Western lawyer, of the
Hardin-Corwin type, whose fun colors Lethe with sun-
shine. It would not allow him even to indulge in the
ordinary fictions of an ejectment. It was not John Doe
or Richard Roe, but Timothy Peaceable, on the demise
of his client, ». Thomas Troublesome, tenant in posses-
sion, on whom a humorous notice was served.

~

HUMOROUS NATIONAL PECULIARITIES.

The mode of courting and marrying is as various
among different nations as it is humorous. In some
countries the woman has a sham-fight before she suc-
cumbs to the pertinacious suitor. In ancient Sparta and
Rome, the bride had to be lifted across the marital thresh-
old. Among the people of Khoond, in India, the Kal-
mucks, the Kirghis, and the Nogay Tartars, the young
women, while they are really acquiescent, demonstrate
a reluctance to be won by no means debonair or coy.
Among the Bedouins of Mount Sinai, the girl gets ready
for a battle when her expected bridegroom approaches.
She will fight with tooth and nail. In other countries
this custom is more serious, and occurs after marriage.
In Thibet, the bride straddles a horse, and there is a race
for the altar, or, rather, from it. The best man wins.

“Was ever woman in this humor woo’d ?
‘Was ever woman in this humor won ?”

This pleasing recreation is called 2a/w:. 1t is a word

in several tongues, and indicates some relation to maid-

enhood or affection. The Norsemen and Frisians had

a similar way of wooing and winning. It was called
' 2
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guan-fang, or “ woman-catching.” Many humors, in ad-
dressing the elect, or proposing, are related in verse and,
prose. New England, in the last century, if not in this,
has given us many quaint, if not funny, descriptions.
The stage, from the “ Elder Brother ” of Beaumont and
Fletcher down to the last novelty of the “Mighty Dol-
lar,” presents the comic embarrassments of courting;
and this has generally consisted not so much in endur-
ance on horseback, or main strength, as in absolute awk-
wardness, or gaucherie. _

All customs that are novel have a humorous aspect.
Not only is the susceptibility to humor different among
different nations, but the humorous objects differ by rea-
son of different customs and habits. There is nothing
very laughable to us in the manner in which we at our
hotels and railroad dépbdts gobble down our food ; but
even an Arab or a Chinese would laugh at it, if we did
not. Yet it is ludicrous to us to see an Arab lady pick
out the choice tidbits with which you had loaded your
plate, or roll a little ball of hash in her dainty fingers,
_and, by way of especially honoring you, plug your mouth
with it unexpectedly ; or to see a Chinese with his chop-
sticks load himself up with boiled rice, and ram it down
as we would a wad in a gun! It is said that the ladies
under the dominion of the Grand Lama, when good-
looking, disfigure their faces to preserve them from van-
ity. I have never seen that recorded of our ladies—
Heaven forbid! The idea, however, is as ludicrous ‘as
the Tartar custom of pulling a man by the ear when they
want him to drink, and keeping pulling till he opens his
mouth, when they pour down the liquor. I know a man
. whose ears do not require to be pulled !

There is nothing very laughable to an American in'the
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shaking of hands, which is everywhere practiced in our
country ; but foreigners do find in it much amusement,
Yet nothing will be more ridiculous to us than the saluta-
tion in Germany, where one may see two big, burly, hairy
men rush to each other’s embrace and kiss with school-
girl fervency. The people of Thibet salute by lolling
out the tongue and scratching the right ear, and the
Esquimaux by rubbing their noses with their thumb and
describing a conic section in the air with their fingers—
a custom once practiced by mischievous urchins in our
land, but not exactly as a salutatory grace. It is now,
happily, honored in the breach. In Turkey an American
traveling with his wnveiled wife, even without the ap-
pendages, so usual here, of six small children and seven
large trunks and bandboxes, is to the Turk in a funny pre-
dicament. On the other hand, what would be funny with
us, among the Turks is quite the reverse. An American
gives us an instance in his experience in Syria. He was
about to mount his mule amidst a crowd of Oriental vis-
itors, and wished to give them an exaggerated idea of
American agility. He jumped a little too far, and over-
shot the mark, coming down on the other side like a
diver, with his hands and nose in the mud, his feet
caught in the saddle, and his coat-skirts cleverly rolled
over his head to screen him from what he supposed was
a laughing crowd. Yet not a soul smiled, not a sound
was heard, save a tender grunt of sympathy and demure
offers of aid. Now, a Turk in America, with baggy
breeches and turbaned head, taking a leap over a mule
in the streets of an American city, and getting stuck up-
side down, with his proboscis in a rut and his heels in
the saddle, would be saluted with something more than
a grunt of sympathy and demure offers of aid. We have
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more humor than dignity ; the Turks more dignity than
humor.

How different the effect of another attempt to ride, as
described by Meacham, of Modoc fame! The cayuse
is saddled, and held by a long rope. A lawyer of La
Grange mounts. He is spurred. The first touch of
the rowel into the pony’s side starts horse and rider to
the end of the rope. The horse then suddenly stops.
The rider suddenly does not. Half the town are jubi-
lantly interested in these proceedings ; and-all the action
taken by the lawyer is simply vigorous expression, nei-
ther Blackstonian nor Biblical, but “detached words put
strangely in shape for immediate use.” Is this humor of
the Pacific peculiar? Certainly, it is not tender or re-
spectful. It has no moral phase. It is not like the
sweet truth taught by Spenser as to the mud-bedraggled
knight: “Entire affection hateth nicer hands.” But it
feeds a voracious, though unreasoning, person—whenever
the Anglo-American is hungry for fun. And is he not
always greedy for such scenes? When the great canon
of wit, Sydney Smith, pictures to us an analogous scene,
two continents laugh, though Asia be imperturbably se-
rene. He fancied a corpulent and respectable trades-
man, decorated with the ostentatious habiliment of a
pea-green coat, sliding down gently into the mud! He
asks: “Would we laugh?” Yes. Quid rides? Why
such barbarous hilarity? And then if the tradesman fell
into a violent passion ; and if he abused the passers-by;
if he threatened them—would the gayety of the tunic, the
corpulency of the tradesman, his respectability and harm-
less anger, and the rills of muddy water down his piteous
face—would these restrain the boisterous cachinnations
of the multitude? Our great comedian, Burton, answers
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for us : “ Certainly, we would laugh.” The ludicrous sur-
- prise would make us laugh; because the effects of the
accident furnish the food of fun for the famishing soul.

There never was an American who would not sacrifice
his courtesy and sympathy to his fun. He must have it,
however, well seasoned, and done in a hurry, and its pre-
vailing characteristic must be exaggeration. This was
illustrated even in the inordinate hopes of so calm and
sedate a statesman as Mr. Seward, as to the closing-up
of our late civil war in sixty days. That was the huge
joke of our time. There was a court in General Grant’s
army which sentenced a man to work ten years on Gen-
eral Butler's Dutch Gap Canal; and it was generally
said, if not believed, in the army that Palmer, who made
the patented limbs, had purchased two thousand acres
of Western land, and planted them with locust and ma-
ple, with a view to economize in the future in his manu-
facture of arms and legs.

I have dwelt thus elaborately on the philosophy of
abstract humor, and the peculiarly humorous qualities
of various nations, because we possess the exaggerations
of all other countries, and because the quality of our
humor is the result of our mosaic nationality. And
our Anglo-Saxon brothers are like us. When repulsed
at the Redan, and driven by the Russian bayonet hel-
ter -skelter, head over heels, into the trenches of the
Crimea, they are reported to have tumbled in, even over
the mangled and the dead, amidst roars of laughter.

Nations, then, have their peculiar humor, differing in
degree. Some have undertaken to say just what quality
pertains to the humor of different nations. It is said
that French humor is that of the passions; English, of
the interests and social relations ; German, of the abstract ;
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Italian, of the artistic ; Spanish, of the romantic and fan-
ciful ; Arabian, of the moral; and American, of the pure -
comical intention—a slashing humor, which will sacrifice
feeling, interest, sociality, philosophy, romance, art, and
morality for its joke ; an overriding, towering humor, that
will one day make fun of all the rest of the world, not
forgetting itself. But these distinctions are at best but
arbitrary. They may indicate the main feature of the
national humor, but they are in that as likely to be wrong
as right, inasmuch as these distinctions themselves are
made by men of different susceptibilities. The French
have little humor either in their literature or character.
The exaggerations of Rabelais, the comedy of Molitre,
and the questionable naivez of Montaigne are but ex-
ceptions. Wit in all its brilliancy they have. Their
dandyism, finicalness, and fastidiousness do not sym-
pathize heartily with the broad irony, full feeling, and
strong sense which lie at the basis of humor. Genteel
comedy, opéra bouffe, and farce they have; but where
in all France are the bodies and souls which people the
papers of Pickwick and hover around the canvas of Ho-
garth?  Their humor, like their soup, is made out of
bones, and maigre at that. It lacks fibre and body.
Spanish humor has long since been obsolete. Hidal-
go pomposity freezes fun. Once or twice I heard Gen-
eral Prim bring down a laugh in the Spanish Cortes by -
quoting a saying of Sancho Panza. But General Butler’s
dash and roar would not be possible in such a body ; for
humor seldom goes in state, has no splendid shows, and
boasts no grandee pedigree. It is one of the preroga-
tives of the fierce democracy and victorious republican,
and has the right divine for its sanction. It disdains
hauteur and pride. The American finds in the preten-
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sions of others, even among themselves, “a thing for
laughter, leers, fleers, and jeers.” - As sings® Saxe, our
most classical wag:

““Depend upon it, my snobbish friend,
Your family thread you can'’t ascend,
Without good reason to apprehend
You may find it wazred at the further end

By some plebeian vocation ;
Or, worse than that, your boasted line
May end in a loop of stronger twine
That plagued some worthy relation.”

What a reservoir of humor, therefore, to an American,
should “Don Quixote ” be, which takes off and down the
grandiose chivalric hidalgo! Is it not wonderful that it
is not more read in this country? It is the very essence
of exaggeration. Germany, in her paintings, her poetry,
her prose, her social gatherings, her vine-feasts, and holi-
days—how rich and varied is her humor! Whether it
be Peter Schlemihl, whose shadow froze to an iceberg, or
the metamorphoses of Mephistopheles, Germany is ever
facetious and rianf. With her, Mischief himself is wel-
come, if he play Momus. There is no smack of fun in
all Fatherland that has not some spice of deviltry in its
cup. Even the “mysteries” of the Middle Ages were
possessed of a devil. .

Italy has had little humor, and what she has is rather
buffoonery, the product of a soil just reblooming with its
elder culture. Humor likes free soil, full play, no formal-
ity, no starch and buckram. Hence it has always, from
the time of Shakspeare and his Dogberry to the time of
Hood and his Kilmansegg, thriven on English soil, and,
a fortiori, will thrive on American soil still more exuber-
antly, where all the several humors of the nations com-
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mingle in the oddest unreserve, and with the most im-
perturbable extravagance.

“The prosperity of a jest lies in the ear of him that
hears it,” said the master of wit. The ear may be a
large one. It may be as comprehensive as that of an
Illinois prairie ; but the crop must be sown in the ground,
and not remain in the hand of the sower. I have a pict-
ure in my house. It is Molire reading his “ Tartuffe”
to his servant. The artist is an Italian, Gatti; but the
idea is universal. The playwright tests his humor, as
all spoken humor must be tested. Its “ prosperity ” was
in the mirthful sense of his elderly servant. Please ob-
serve this picture! Moliére’s right hand clasps the man-
uscript. His left points downward, with an index-finger
(whose neighbor wears a gem) to an unmistakable class
—the targets of his satiric fancy. A full brown wig
curls down his shoulders, and makes him seem like a.
comic Blackstone. His abundant neckerchiefs, frilled
and ruffed, are set within his velvety, puffy, pocketed
doublet ; while he stands in the light from the casement,
in front of his damask chair, and under the damask
hangings ; and she, almost in Quaker garb, leans for-
ward, with knit brow, one half of her mouth in laugh,
the other in sedate criticism; a red cap surmounting
her gray hair, and the bravery of it all in the intense
critical and comic slyness which peeps out of her blue
eye. There is no boisterous laugh, no sardonic con-
vulsion, no involuntary spasm, but the pure, intelligent,
comic intention, asquint and radiant in her face which
copies his ; while around the author lies, in the confusion
of successful production, the  prosperity ” which comes
of true humor in the ear of the hearer. There is a page
of abandoned manuscript upon every touch of tracery on
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the rug on which he stands; and a whole librafy of fun,
still unbound and unexpressed, in the hand, gesture, mien,
costume, and imagery of the great comic dramatist of his
time, Jean Baptiste Poquelin, ever known as Molidre,
Two hundred years and more have gone since he was
saluted, for his précieuses ridicules, with the cry of “Cou-
rage! voild la vraie comédie” But the public and pos-
terity have confirmed the judgment, and no one now
studies Plautus and Terence, but the ear of the world,
for the prosperity of true humor. What, then, has the

American ear to hear?
2%
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II.
AMERICAN HUMOR IN PARTICULAR.

“Those confused seeds which were imposed upon Psyche as an
incessant labor to cull out and sort asunder, were not more inter-
mixed.”—JoHN MILTON.

WHAT, then, is the quality of American humor? How
much of the electric talent,do we possess?

As to the last inquiry, there are many reasons which
might be urged, @ priori, why we should be wanting in
its finer development. We are too engrossed in practical
matters, our eyes too much bent on the golden pave-
ment, to cultivate that hilarious spirit which is the off-
spring of leisure, laziness, fatness, freedom, carelessness,
and unrestraint. We shall see by-and-by how much
force there is in this antecedent probability against our
humor.

It is urged as.a reason against our having the humor-
ous gift that, as humor flows out of peculiarities of charac-
ter and conduct, we can not have a national humor orig-
inal and unique because of our cosmopolitanism ; that if
we have any humor, it will so partake of the quality of
every other people as to be wanting in a distinct Ameri-
can quality.

This objection is worth examining. Let me give it
the strongest statement. In illustration of it, the object-
or points to the richness of English humor; and tri-
umphantly asks, “Is it.not due as much, if not more, to
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English isolation than to the unequalness of the cljmate 3
Do not England’s insular position and crabbed exclu-
siveness give her a mold of her own, so that an English-
man can never be mistaken for any one else, either in a
play, at home, or abroad? Is not this, in connection
with the changes of English climate, that which makes
the Englishman such an incarnate incongruity? and is
not this near a definition of humor? How, then, can
America, with her roving disposition, her open ports, and
her armies of immigration, ever attain that distinct form
of manners which England in her isolation has at-
tained ?”

Let us weigh this statement. Itis true that no people
were ever so composite as ours. On the Atlantic side
the nations of all Europe have a theatre for the blend-
ing of their divers tempers, while on the Pacific side
the Chinaman and Japanese, with their pig-tails and
shorm crowns, lean forward to blend their laughterless
physiognomy with the motley groups which people the
Placers, do the cooking and washing, and build the rail-
roads of the Occident. It was only the other evening the
writer addressed a meeting in New York City. It was
composed of Hungarian Hebrews. They drank lager,
while the band played “ The Mulligan Guards.” It was
more thawt £ pluribus bragh, Erin go unum /!

Our institutions have made us the most affiliative peo-
ple known to history. It may be that, in grafting so
many and divers shoots upon our national stock, we are
overburdening our productive energy, and neutralizing
our native temper and tone. But I trust not. The pre-
dominant genius is American’/ Like the genius of the
Grecian artist, it is eclectic, for out of many models it
will educe the highest type, from divers discordances it
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will develop a comely concordance. Bancroft has said
that our land was not more the recipient of the men of
all countries than of their ideas. Annihilate the past of
any one leading nation of the world, and our destiny
would have been changed. Italy and Spain, in the per-
sons of Isabella and Columbus, joined together for the
great discovery that opened it for emigration and com-
merce ; France contributed to its independence; the
search for the origin of the language we speak carries us
to India ; our religions are from Palestine ; of the hymns
sung in our churches, some were first heard in Italy, some
in the deserts of Arabia, some on the banks of the Eu-
phrates ; our arts come from Greece, our jurisprudence
from Rome, our maritime code from Russia; England
taught us the system of common law, and Ireland the
heart to love and defend the constitution of our federa-
tion ; the noble republic of the United Provinces be-
queathed to us the prolific principle of federal union.
Our country stands, therefore, more than any other, as
the realization of the unity of the race. It may be asked,
“ Where, then, in all this Babel of tongues, jangle of ideis,
crosses of race, and confusion of systems, is there any
individual Americanism in our temper, tone, or humor?”
Where, indeed, I answer, if not in the blending of the
many - tinted phases of the varied civilizations which
time and sacrifices have furnished for our own exquisite
mosaic? It is this absorption of characteristics of every
clime and time which makes our society the most in-
congruous, grotesque, odd, angular, and outré, ever yet
known in history. Instead of destroying our peculiar
humor, this medley has turned us from the old English
channel, where we had ever been copyists, into new chan-
nels of our own. Jefferson, in his Rip Van Winkle, could
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never have played his part so well had he not combined
the thin, jolly American with the Dutchman. Instead of
this unexclusiveness breaking down our humor, it is a
resource for it as inexhaustible as it is varied. If the
power of man consists in the multitude of his affinities,
in the fact that his life is intertwined more with his fel-
lows of every caste, degree, and nation—if he thus be-
comes a more complete compend of all time, with all its
tastes, affections, whims, and humors—then the American
man ought to be more potent in his individuality than
any other. From Z%is mind, as from the Forum of an-
cient Rome, proceed the great avenues north, south, east,
and west, to the heart of every other people, multiply-
ing his relations, and drawing to itself all the resources
which human nature can furnish. Out of these deriva-
tives from the Old World we have our originals. The
greater the variety of our life, the more golden are the
veins of that humor which is so loud, large, uproarious,
and rollicking in exaggerations.

PROSPERITY, LIBERTY, AND HUMOR.
" There are elements in our country from which, a priors,
we may infer that we shall have abundant harvests of
humor, if we have them not already. These elements are-
our Plenty and Freedom. The same reasons given by
an old English writer for the variety of the vein in En-
gland may be applied to America with even more fitness.
I extract their essence thus: 1. The native plenty of the
soil: plenty begets wantonness and pride; wantonness
is apt to invent, and pride scorns to imitate. -2. Easy
government, and liberty of professing opinions: liberty
with plenty begets stomach and heart, and stomach will
not be restrained. Thus we come to have more that ap-
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pear what they are. We have more humor, because ev-
ery man follows his own bent, and takes both pleasure
and pride in showing it.

This philosophy will hold everywhere. Plenty, unless
gorged to dyspepsia—and even then it becomes ludicrous
—is the very father of fun. Whether plenty has the rib-
less side or the thin anatomy, laughter lives in its com-
pany. Does not a man “ well-to-do” feel good? Is he
not more genial? Can he not laugh more heartily, invent
merrier thoughts? And will he not, if unconstrained by
a tyrannic government, let out more of the native pecul-
iarities of his disposition? His independence precludes
imitation, and disdains obedience. He is more of an
individual sovereign, and in the wrestling of life he will
show more muscle and point. Nast’s caricatures furnish
plentiful illustrations, and the newspapers, in both picture
and type, are not less evidences of our unlicensed print-
ing than of our love of the most grotesque fun. If you
would deaden humor, put your government to work with
the Procrustean bed, and make men all of a length, and
you have machines, not men, and no humor.

There is but one exception to the rule, and that is
the Irish. Rich or poor, full or pinched, they must have
their jollity. And yeét Disraeli called them a melancholy
people! Well do I remember the sparkles of merriment
let off by the little urchins who ran after the jaunting-
car to Donnybrook Fair. They begged, to be sure, and
looked wretched, but they won more pennies by their hu-
mor than by their looks. All through Ireland, even in
their extremities of want, the goodness of Nature seems
to have provided them with cheer as an offset to their
hard condition. They do not need their fun so much in
this land of plenty, but it does not leave them here.
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Our people are on a full rush for plenty, but they have
their fun as they go. The very rush makes merriment.
The excitement throws off electric sparks. The friction
makes music. We have been waxing too rich and fat
without fair distribution. Since A.D. 1800, the rich are
ten times richer, and the poor ten times poorer. Our
cities show it more than the country. At least, we are
growing rich in spots. Our watering-places, our hotels,
our theatres, our churches, our lectures, our literature,
the amenities and luxuries of life, all float on this golden
Pactolus ; and along with them are the laughing gensi
who puncture the follies and hold the mirror up to the
oddities and fooleries that bubble and effervesce in the
wake of this very successful life. Rev. Cream Cheese
preaches quite recherché, and fashionable rel.jion with
lavendered mouchoir, wipes away the tears that never
flow ; but Curtis, the rogue, sits demurely by, and Mrs.
Potiphar goes to his canvas, illustrated by his facile hu-
mor. Parvenu pride-turns up its aristocratic nose at
plebeian vocations ; but Saxe, the wag, is sliding the
genealogical line of the M‘Brides through his fingers, and
holds up the waxed end with a chuckle. Sanctimoni-
ous humanity becomes a Federal Senator. His name
is Dillworthy. He promises his constituency immense
material advantages on the philanthropic basis ; while
his friend and admirer, Colonel Mulberry Sellers, warm
and genial, eloquent and sanguine, impecunious in purse
but a millionaire in promises, rallies to the theatre thou-
sands nightly to roar in laughter over the exaggeration
of an extravagant feature in our American society. The
genius of Mark Twain in facile caricature proves that
‘there are not only “millions ” in a play, but that millions
.will laugh it into every man’s conversation and approval.
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It is not limited to the melodrama. Our extravagance
as to the ogpéra bouffz, and even as to the regular opera,
outdoes France or Italy. How often do we see our
fashionable people, themselves the result of our extrav-
agant tastes and social ambitions, and, utterly innocent
of Italian or French, affect to die away in its rich and
fluent cadences, or shiver with excitement at the frenzy
of a Rachel or a Ristori! But the lorgnette of humor
is leveled at them, and their photographs are soon
caught by the sunbeams of some satiric fancy.

‘OUR HUMOROUS WRITERS.

There is much of Franklin’s shrewd, practical humor
disguised under the mask of Josh Billings’s sayings. With
a Puritan face all severe and sour; without a hearty open
laugh to welcome the coming or speed the parting joke;
with nothing but an odd pucker of the mouth, and an
elfish twinkle of the eye; with an inward chuckle which
has no outward sign—Billings (aside from the small fun
of bad orthography) hits the target of humor in the centre
when he says that with some people who brag of ances-
try, their great trouble is their great descent; or when he
thanks God for allowing fools to live, that wise men may
get a living out of them ; when he says that wealth won’t
make a man virtuous, but that there ain’t any body who
wants to be poor just for the purpose of being good;
when he says that if a fellow gets to going down hill,
it seems as if every thing were greased for the occasion ;
or when he gives us his way of keeping a mule in a past-
ure, by turning it into a meadow adjacent and letting it
jump out ; or when he has known mules, like men, keep
good for six months just to get a good kick at somebody
—he makes a species of drollery which even our English
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reviewers have begun to appreciate, and which does not
require the drawl of bad grammar and worse spelling. I
once had occasion, in a deliberative body, to use Bil-
lings’s illustration that one hornet, if he felt well, could
break up a camp-meeting. The effect amazed me. The
application was made; and Billings himself afterward
said, “ My name will go down to the fewter coupled with
the hornet ; we will be twins in posterity.” The descrip-
tion of the nature of the insect, especially the use it
makes of its “business end,” of the way it avoids the
thousand attempts to “shoo” it and to fight it, and the
consequent consternation of a pious body, has in it exag-
geration of the raciest kind.

But this kind of humor, like that of Nasby, does not
rise to the dignity of literature. It can not compare, of
course, with Washington Irving, who, in his Knickerbocker
and other works, has given us the very choicest brand,
all sparkling and stimulating. But Irving is too refined,
sweet, and shy for general appreciation. Besides, Irving
is not an American humorist. He is more English than
American, more cosmopolitan than either. Paulding,
Hawthorne—alas for our humorous literature! Oh for
onc man for America what Richter is to Germany, or
Dickens is to England !,

Mrs. Stowe has plenty of the genuine indigenous hu-
mor in her “Uncle Tom.” But can there be a more
gentle and genuine humor than that of Mrs. Sparrow-
grass and her “ cozzens?”

Our humorous writers, with a few exceptions, are not
strictly national. = Even Franklin, our first, best humor-
ist, stifled his humor in the Addisonian style. His was
too earnest a character to make the humorous trait very
prominent ; but his sly, shining threads of observation, in-
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tertwisted into the strong strand of his practical sense,
have had their effect on the older men of this generation.

Sam Slick and Jack Downing—they are the caricature
of caricatures. We have had printed at Philadelphia a
series of works on American humor, giving graphic pict-
ures of the pioneer times of the South, South-west, and
West, which, if purged of their grossness, and artistically
inwoven with some genial purpose, would better represent
our national idiosyncrasies, with their reckless heroism,
quaint extravagances, and novel parlance, than any other
portion of our literature.

But, after all, the American humor does not reside alto-
gether in books. It is to be found in our newspapers,
with their spicy dialogues, practical jokes, Mrs. Parting-
tonisms, Artemus Wards, Josh Billingses, Nasbys, Max
Adelers, Twains, Bret Hartes, and the infinity of little
jets of fun on the outside, and measureless ridicule and
cuts on the inside, local items, advertisements, and all.

There is no room in this volume to run the round of
our newspaper humorists. One might begin with Doe-
sticks, quote Breitmann’s Anglo-German verses, turn over
the versatilities of Mr. Newell, chuckle at Max Adeler’s
demure extravaganzas, Apoth. E. Cary’s humorous nos-
trums, and the dry jocoseness of the Dandury News, roar
with Donn Piatt till the Capitol itself echoed the “cave
of the winds,” or shake with the “ Fat Contributor ” until
the lean carth was larded, and just begin to have an ap-
preciation of the illimitably broad hyperbole which marks
our ephemeral newspaper fun.

The Athenians frequented the theatre of Bacchus to
hear a play of Aristophanes, wherein the spite .and fun
of the day were concentrated ; the Romans gathered at
the Baths of Caracalla to laugh over the gossip and hu-
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mor of the city. What theatre and bath were to Athens
and Rome, the journal is to the American. In our five
thousand American journals, sending out a billion of
copies per annum, the American finds a mirror of his
own nature, reflecting his opinions and feelings, and
those distorted and grotesque images and scenes which
are the life of American humor.

OUR HUMOROUS SPEAKERS.

All of our prominent men—John P. Hale, ever on a
smile with his waggery; General Houston, with his ecc-
centricity ; John Van Buren, with his playful sarcasm ;
Daniel S. Dickinson, with his trenchant, Scriptural, prac-
tical, ironical hits ; Thomas Corwin, with his inimitable
drollery ; Thaddeus Stevens, with his dry and biting sar-
casm ; General Nye, with his full exchequer of anecdote ;
and Proctor Knott, with his elaborate Duluthiana—had
the charm which drew the crowd, and held men while
they talked. The masses leap to hear 2 man of humor
like Butler, even when his speeches are full charged with
diabolism, or to hear a minister like Beecher, and even
from the pulpit await the inevitable laugh! It is all the
better if it have point; but give the laugh without point,
rather than no laugh at all. There is no ruse so com-
mon as this, at least in the West—as the argumentum ad
risum. ‘Turn the laugh on your opponent, Sir Sophist,
and though he pile Pelion on Ossa ofargument, you
have him down! This may seem more creditable to our
humor than to our sense. But let us see. One of the
utilities of humor is the use made of it by our writers
and speakers in what is called the reductio ad absurdum.
This use may be abused ; but we can not spare it, for all |
that, so long as we have empirics in medicine, pettifog-
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gers in law, demagogues in politics, pretenders in relig-
ion, and snobs in society. ~Our institutions are favorable
to the growth of mushrooms. They grow up in a night
around the roots of our wide-spreading freedom. We
have theorists without sagacity, philanthropists without
morality, and practical men without sentiment. We have
men who pass current for eagles, which a little touch from
the point of humor reduces to tomtits. We have vaunting
patriots whose patriotism, as of old, is scoundrelism—men
who live, ay, who thrive, on the burning indignation that
is poured upon them. Such men wither, under ridicule,
to their proper dimensions. Ridicule never hurts an
honest man. He alone can join in the laugh against
himself. It is the Ithuriel spear, however, which makes
the devil show himself as he is. Ridicule may not be a
good test of truth, as Shaftesbury maintained, but it is
not a bad test of falsehood. An old English poet says:

“ For he who does not tremble at the sword,
Who quails not with his head upon the block,
Turn but a jest against him, loses heart :

The shafts of wit slip through the stoutest mail ;
There is no man alive who can live down
The unextinguishable laughter of mankind.”

We are apt to condemn the writer or speaker who ap-
plies the touch-stone of absurdity to the shams and rascal-
ity of the day, even while we laugh with him. But Attic
salt is as useful as Kanawha. The one preserves mess
pork, the other moral purity. Even when our humor is
misapplied, it is the smoke evidencing the fire of fun
which lies beneath the crust of our society. Hence the
success of Nast and others with their terrible caricatures.

. The general sources of our humor are those from which
all people draw, which would make a Laplander laugh as
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well as an American. These have been frequently cat-
alogued. They are a portion of the categories to which
reference has been made. Let us reproduce a few. The
balking of our hopes in trifling matters makes us smile.
An unlooked-for accident that is absurd, as when a dandy
slips up on an icy pavement, makes us laugh. We laugh
at that which is against custom, as at a man in a bonnet.
We laugh at the weaknesses of others, as at a politician
who brags much and polls a small vote. We laugh at
amateur farmers who fail. We laugh at incongruities,
as when we see a little man walking arm-in-arm with a
giant ; we laugh more if the little man marches with a
big bass drum and the big man with a baby drum. We
laugh at a little man on tiptoes, thrumming a base viol.
We laugh at insignificant distress, as at a lady who loses
her lap-dog. We laugh at extravagant pretension which
suddenly collapses, as at an orator who soars to a star-
lofty climax and breaks down. We laugh at cool impu-
dence, for the ready and courageous invention pleases.
We laugh when it is foiled, as at a lawyer in court who gets
a saucy cut from a female witness. We laugh at a sudden
or stealthy surprise, as at the large stranger who kicked
an ornamental dog on the steps of a brown-stone house,
merely to see if it was “holler.” He is said to be at his
aunt’s, ill, but he is not over his surprise. Young ladies
laugh at young men—and that is queer: they can not tell
why ; but oftentimes the more they like them, the more
they laugh at and smile on them. We laugh at what is
serious for others, as at a man looking out of a jail, but
never at what seriously affects us, as, for example, if we
were in jail. We laugh at disguises, at the dress of for-
eigners, fops, and slovens. We laugh when we see some
men in a clean collar and new coat. We laugh at the
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meeting of extremes, as at the two well-bred fellows who,
being pretty thoroughly soaked with bad whisky, got
into the gutter, and, after floundering for some time, one
of them proudly said, “Let’s go to another hotel ; this
hotel leaks.” It is hard to keep children from laughing
at deformity, at negroes, at madmen, at fat men, at long
thin men. We laugh often because we ought not to, as
in church, from the spontaneous impulse of resistance to
sobriety. We laugh at the utter simplicity of some men,
and the more so if the laugh is caused by a sudden illus-
tration of it, or by a sudden jerk of the mind to an absurd
extreme, as the other day, when an editor, describing the
gifted Dr. Holland, said that he would loan money to a
man on the collateral notes of an accordion. We laugh
—all men laugh, but Americans especially—at the ag-
grandizement of special foibles of character. Dickens
furnishes illustrations of how humorous some pre-eminent
trait may be made to seem by a sort of Hogarthian satire
with the false perspective. But this exaggeration is not
always humorous.

OUR SPECIFIC HUMORS.

But we have in America specific objects of humor—
the scheming Yankee, the big, bragging, brave Kentuck-
ian, and the first-family Virginian. We have lawyers on
the circuit, as in the Georgia scenes ; loafers on a spree,
as in Neal's charcoal sketches; politicians in caucus;
legislators in session ; travelers on cars and steamers;
indeed, the history of every American’s life is humorous,
moving as he does from place to place, and even when
he sits down, as restless as the stick which a traveler saw
out West that was so crooked it would not lie still !

There is a sympathy running through the American
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mind of such intensity and excitement in relation to our
physical growth and political prominence, that our man-
ners, movements, and mind must become intensified.
Why, an American can not repose unless he does it with
might and main. He must take an extravagant position.
It expresses an imperturbable confidence in the destiny
of his native country, and the wonderful flexibility in the
human skeleton. Foreigners laugh at him for it. A for-
eign tourist says it is utterly impossible to mistake an
American for any one else en route. He either has his
feet upon the car-seat in front, the back of which he
turns over for that purpose, or, if it be occupied, he sits
with his knees let into the back of it, keeps up a contin-
ual spitting, invariably reads a newspaper, and chews his
guid as he rides. It should have been for an American
tobacconist that Curran proposed a motto for the pan-
els of the coach: Quid rides/ The wondrous exaggera-
tions of Jules Verne, in his “ Around the World in Eighty
Days,”. are placed to the account of an American. Even
the leaping of streams by the momentum of the locomo-
tive and train is located upon our territory. When at
home, the American soon tires of sitting still, and paces
the floor with restless nervousness.

Now, the highest enjoyment of a Frenchman is to hear
the last cantatrice in a fashionable opera. The Span-
iard’s transport reaches its climax when in the arena the
matador with skillful thrust stretches his antagonist in
the dust. The Neapolitan finds his paradise in the
lengthening lusciousness of his macaroni. The German
rises to his heaven on the cloud of his dreamful pipe and

_misty metaphysics. The Englishman grows comfortably
ecstatic over his roast beef and naval glory. The Turk
ascends to his seventh heaven among the houris while he
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smokes his nargileh and sips his Mocha. The African,
" with his banjo on his knee, is off for the other side of
Jordan. The Irishman’s chief joy is to take off his frieze
at a fair, and, with shillalah whirling, invite any “jintle-
man to stand before him, or, for the love of God, just to
step on the tip end of his coat-tail, and be smashed into
smithereens.” But the American
“Finds not in the wide world a pleasure so sweet

As to sit near the window and tilt up his feet,

Puff away at the Cuba, whose flavor just suits,

And gaze at the world ’twixt the toes of his boots.”
Let the American be in motion, there is the same extrav-
agance. It is said, “ Wherever you see him, he is going
over the ground as fast as he can. In Europe he is a
pale and breathless sight-seer, always in rapid transition,
as if a ghost were pursuing him ; insatiably accumulating
stages, as if his life depended on the sum total at the end
. of the week. He carries the fever of business into the
tour ; and, reckoning up grand sights per score in his
mental ledger, he becomes a capitalist in arches, water-
falls, glaciers, old columns, Roman relics, lakes, passes,
galleries, statues, and hétels de ville. In his own coun-
try he thinks nothing of packing up all his goods, wife,
and children, and setting off to-morrow morning for some
swamp two thousand miles off, on the Missouri or Missis-
sippi, where every thing whatever, even the rising of the
sun, you would think, from the looks of the scene, has to
take place for the first time. He stays until he has con-
verted the swamp or forest into a fruitful field, and then
sets off with his wagon-load again to some place as dis-
tant from his last home as from his preceding, to renew
his battle with nature, to cut down and build, and create
a fresh world for culture.”
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We are not satisfied with perceiving the lines of em-
pire in the infant face of our cradled Hercules, but we
must be always dandling the plump young one on our
knee, and churning him until the world observes his pre-
maturity of size and vociferousness of lungs! Our vanity
is not easily exhausted. We do not like people, however
smart, who belittle us. We are great in the past, greater
in the present, and greatest in the future. We never tire
of hearing our own praises. Alexander the Great at last
checked the praise of his courtiers, saying, “ What need
of such flattery? Are not the exploits of Alexander suf-
ficient to speak his glory?” We have no such sensitive
Alexanders in our midst.

With all our vanity, energy, and unrest, we are not a
dull, cheerless people. Sour-faced fellows, yellow and
dyspeptic, are to be met with in our cars and streets ; but
they are not the type of the American, for he is as ready
for a laugh as for a speculation, as fond of a joke as of an
office. Wherever the American goes in his tireless round
of observation and traffic——whether he breaks the seal
which for ‘ages had closed Japan to the world, or wanders
through Africa after Livingstone, or roams for gold at the
head-waters of the Amazon, or among the Black Hills
reservations, or at the Cape in Africa, or for diamonds,
salted or unsalted, in Arizona, or stands with Kane and
Hall on the shores of some newly found sea of the poles,
or whether more nearly at home—he leaves his trail on
every mountain-pass, his axe-stroke in every forest;
whether

“ He’s whistling round St. Mary’s Falls
Upon his loaded train,
Or leaving on the pictured rocks
His fresh tobacco stain,”

3
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he is leaving the rudiments of an empire, the muscle and
mind, and the invincible good nature and sense of the
humorous, by which he is enabled to mingle with all, and
to rule as he mingles.

Wherever he goes he exaggerates his country, his po-
sition, his ability ; and his humor takes the same size.
If he does not enjoy the fun made at his own dilation, he
is the cause of its enjoyment by others. What with the
great sea-serpents, moon Roaxes, spirit-rappings, Shaker-
ism, Barnum’s shows, women’s rights, free love, cannon
concerts, big organs, much-married Mormonism, and oth-
er quackeries and extravagances, if we are not ourselves
amused, we export amusement in large quantities. An
English reviewer says, “America is determined to keep
us amused ; we are never left long without a startling
novelty from the almighty republic.”

Washington Irving, in his quiet way, alluded to the na-
tional peculiarity, which he epitomized and incarnated in
a man of superior pomposity, as a “ great man, and, in his
own estimation, a man of great weight—so great, that,
when he goes west, he thinks the east tips up!”
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“In all thy humors, whether grave or mellow,
Thou'rt such a touchy, testy, pleasant fellow ;
Hast so much wit and mirth and spleen about thee,
There is no living with thee, nor without thee.”
' Spectator, No. 68.

In the previous article on this theme, I considered our
humor in its general phases, and especially in its exag-
gerations.

I now come to consider the distinctive and peculiar
qualities of our humor.

We have not a little humor, especially among the more
cultivated portion of our people, common to all men—a
translatable humor, quite as enjoyable in French as in
English. But we have veins of our own as rich and va-
ried as our mines. I propose to prospect for a few of
these veins. In all of them the salient quality—exagger-
ation—appears. .

But, first, there is a little silvery vein which runs
through our newspapers, and which Prentice, of Louis-
ville, first worked successfully. It consists in adroitly
garbling a brief extract from an opponent’s article, and
diverting the meaning into a dash at some frailty of the
opponent. The manner in which this is done is humor-
ous, though the matter generally has the pungency of sar-
casm and wit. Near akin to this species of humor is that
* which has recently become a part of our newspaper para-

graphs.
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In fact, there is a humor peculiar to the American press.
Capital and skill are required to keep the funny-para-
graph man. His unique distortion of phraseology, his
conceited fancy of thought, and his pyrotechnic skill, have
become indispensable to the newspaper. He furnishes
the foamy crest which tops the heavy columns of tumult-
uous editorial. Mortimer Thompson (Doesticks), Charles
F. Browne (A. Ward), Robert H. Newall (Orpheus C.
Kerr), Samuel L. Clemens (Mark Twain), Mr. Shaw
(Josh Billings), not to speak of Max Adeler, M. Quad,
and John Oakum, furnish the galaxy for this curious hole
in the editorial and social sky. They shine, and differ
as they shine. From Brooklyn to Detroit, from Danbury
to Vicksburg, from San Francisco to New York, these
asteroids of the daily press flicker away for our amuse-
ment. They pass and cut and come again; now in blaze,
and now in gloom. There is nothing these odd writers
will not essay. There is nothing so dark that they will
not try to “rive with private ray.” The great American
poem which, before Walt Whitman yawped about it so
barbarically, Mr. Emerson foresaw in clear dream and
solemn vision, dazzling the imagination and only waiting
for metres, these genii are preparing. “Our log-rolling,
our negroes, our Indians, our boats, and our repudiations,
the wrath of rogues, and pusillanimity of honest men,
the Western clearing, Oregon and Texas,” are not new
elements, but they are yet unsung. Yet they are as full
of humorous suggestiveness to these paragraphists as
Troy was full of heroism to Homer’s eye—if he had one.
There is nothing, from the transit of Venus to the Bagh-
vaat Gheeta, which they do not endeavor to deform or
adorn.

They have done much by their meteoric style, in squib
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and tale, in paragraph and extravaganza, to make up
the volume of American humor, which is so hard to be
caught, and, when caught, much of it so hard to hold and
halter ; and, even when fully caparisoned, so apparently
useless, till broken in, for the grave utilities of dray or
carriage, plow or car.

It is impossible to arrange this branch of our humor
upon any methodical plan. The most amusing part of
it consists in making a statement, a blank, and an in-
ference! It consists in giving a comic account of a ca-
tastrophe, and then, by a sudden and serious turn, leaving
a suggestive hiatus, making a conclusion which connects
the premises. A woman undertakes to foment a fire by
taking observations with a kerosene-lamp near it. The
comment is : “ Wet day, or there would have been a larger
funeral.” : _

Mr. Jones was observed by his wife through the win-
dow to kiss the cook in the kitchen. Comment: “Mr.
Jones did not go out of the house for several days, and
yet there was no snow-storm.” ‘

A young man in Pennsylvania attempted to stir up
several rabbits out of a hole with the butt-end of his gun
the other day. Twenty-three shots have been picked
out of his shoulder, and the doctor is still probing. The
young man thinks the rabbits must have escaped.

A woman put her tongue to a flat-iron to see if it was
hot. That household has been remarkably quiet since.

A dear good fellow at the South telegraphs to his affi-
anced in Maine, “ Your life is a rich bouquet of happi-
ness, yourself the sweetest flower. If Northern winds
whisper Southern wishes, how happy you must be!
Good-night. Happy dreams, sweet love. Frank.” Four
doctors are in attendance upon the telegraph-operator.
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A good man read that the Chinese tell the time of day
by examining the pupil of a cat’s eye. He carried a cat
around in his overcoat. He now invests in arnica plas-
ter, and carries a watch.

“If George had not blowed into the muzzle of his
gun,” sighed a widow at the funeral of her husband, “he
might have got plenty of squirrels, it was such a good
day for them.”

“ He handled his gun carelessly, and put on his angel
plumage,” is a late obituary notice.

A youth showed his father’s pistol to little Dicky.
“Eight years of age,” was the inscription they put on his
little casket.

A good little boy tried to lift himself up by a mule’s tail.
The doctor thinks the scar on his forehead is permanent.

A man in Memphis undertook to get a mule off the
steamboat by twisting his tail. The man.landed. An-
other mistook the head-lights of an éngine for a fire-bug,
He subsequently joined the temperance society.

A young man fixed himself up for hunting ; he would
call on a young lady, and let her see how nicely he look-
ed ; he stood near the fire, with a pound of powder in his
coat-pocket. He was seen going through the roof, with
a pensive smile.

A young man in Louisville thought a circular buzz-saw
was standing still; he felt it. Several fingers are pre-
served in the best of spirits.

A young lady, aged only seventeen, raised a large fam-
ily. She used a keg of powder in the cellar.

A well-dressed person saw a beautiful damsel at a win-
dow in New York City. It was New-year’s, and he rang
the bell. 'He may thank the beautiful snow at the foot
of the steps that only his hat was mashed !
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An anvil was dropped upon a colored clergyman from
a third-story window. He complained of an injury to his
—hat. o :

He was manipulating the windlass of a well. The
handle slipped when the bucket was nearly up. “ Might
anode—better—hic—than to go foolin’ round so much
water.”

It is not certain that this kind of humor is original with
America. In the olden time priests were the only doc-
tors. This was the case among the Jews. The Levites,
of course, were enraged when the M. D.’s began, under
the kings, to steal away their patients. The Levites, also,
were the only historians of those days. To this fact is
due a witty slap at the medical tribe, which shows that
the inferential humor referred to is old, and of Hebraic
origin. In 2 Chronicles, chap. xvi., ver. 12, 13, is the
following: “And Asa, in the thirty-and-ninth year of his
reign, was diseased in his feet, until his disease was ex-
ceeding great: yet in his disease he sought not to the
Lord, but to the physicians. And Asa slept with his fa-
thers1”

Sometimes these examples are diffusive in style, and
too elaborate in narrative. A case of confusion worse
confounded comes to us from California. But the style
is really a part of the business. Here itis: “An indus-
trious citizen, who lives not over a thousand miles from
town, arose a few mornings ago, while the festive lark
was. still snoring, and, with a tin bucket under his arm,
went to the barn to milk the family cow. It was dark
and rainy, and in fumbling about for old Brindle he got
into the wrong pew with the offmule of his wagon team.
He can’t remember now which side of the roof he went
out at, but his recollection of alighting on the picket
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fence is very vivid. He expects the bucket down in a
few days.” .

If one of these paragraphists should say that “a man
ate ten dozen of eggs on a wager last week,” he at once
gratifies us by further suggesting, by an acrobatic leap,
that the “money he won has been paid to his widow, or
that the funeral was a mile long.” A man in Kansas
said he could drink a quart of Cincinnati whisky, and he
did it ; and the comment is that the “silver mounting on
his coffin cost thirteen dollars and seventy-five cents.”

Is it mentioned casually that a boy sat on a keg of
powder, and smoked a cigar for fun? Then it follows,
through great voids of suggestion, that the fun did not be-
gin till the powder exploded! Isit intimated that a man,
on a moonlit night, was trying to convince his shadow
not to follow him, but to “go home ?” Then the sequitur
comes along that he is an objgct of a “ praying crusade.”

ARTEMUS WARD AND HIS CLASS.

There is another kind of humor, which Artemus Ward,
the showman, originated. His visit to the President
elect was an overdrawn picture of the gang of ravenous
office- seekers pressing on the “honest old dispenser.”
He, like Nasby, Billings, and company, hid under bad
orthography and worse grammar the neatest nonsense
and the broadest satire. While he had not so keen and
critical a sense of the dialect or patois as Russell -Lowell
shows in the character of Hosea Bigelow ; while he had
not the pointed wit of Holmes or Saxe, whose verses are
a fit frame for their exquisite artistic humor, yet -Arte-
mus, next to Mark Twain and Bret Harte, hit the very
midriff of American humor. Illustrations occur to all.
His interview with the Prince of Wales in Canada, his



AMERICAN HUMOR—ITS EXAGGERATIONS, ETC. 57

amusing attempt to buy the Tower of London, which so
shocked the pompous old warder, are samples. How the
world was startled to know that it continued to ‘‘revolve’
around on her axle-tree onst in twenty-four hours, sub-
jeck to the Constitution of the United States!” “If you
ask me,” said he, “how pious the muchly married Brig-
ham Young is, I treat it as a conundrum, and give it up.”
But who can forget how he won his Betsy Jane? The
situation of the lovers was embarrassing, to say the least.

“We sot thar on the fence, a-swingin our feet two and
fro, blushin as red as the Baldinsville skool-house when
it was fust painted, and lookin very simple, I make no
doubt. My left arm was ockepied in ballunsin myself
on the fense, while my rite was woundid lovinly round
her waste.” :

- The reasons why the two sympathized are amusingly
simple : “ Thare was many affectin ties which made me
hanker arter Betsy Jane. = Her father’s farm jined our’n;
their cows and our'n squencht their thurst at the same
spring ; our old mares both had stars in their forrerds;
the measles broke out in both famerlies at nearly the
same period ; our parients (Betsy’s and mine) slept reg-
larly every Sunday in the same meetin-house ; and the
nabers used to obsarve, ‘ How thick-the Wards and
Peasleys air’ It was a surblime site, in the spring of the
year, to see our sevral mothers (Betsy’s and mine) with
their gowns pin’d up so thay couldn’t sile ’em, affecshun-
itly Biling sope together & abpoziri the nabers.”

A portion of this humor seems to emanate from a pure
love of the superlatively grotesque. We hardly know
how to analyze such ultimately funny nonsense as that,
for instance, of the “Fat Contributor’s” account of the
“one twin”—a human parenthesis with one bracket gone

3%
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—always pawing round, even in sleep, for his missing
brother. .

What a quaint conceit was that which so puzzled
Mark Twain as to what is going to be done with the
dead who are petrified, at the Resurrection! He con-
cludes that they are to be po/ished/ However, he thought
his judgment might be erroneous, as he had had no ex-
perience yet in resurrections ! ,

His best humor is in a graver mood. I refer to the ele--
gance and drollery of his “ Innocents Abroad.” Never has
there been a more tear-compelling, juicier piece of serio-
comic weeping and wailing than Twain’s mourning over
" the supposed grave of his ancestor Adam. I omit his
story of the Seven Sleepers, his naive remarks as to the
sign manual and handwriting of Christopher Columbus,
his discussion of the oyster’s.love of enterprise and of
the beautiful, whose shells he found on the heights above
Smyrna. In a volume like this, intended not to make a
laugh, but only to show why we laugh, it is out of place
ta quote redundantly. But I may be allowed to refer to
his recent speech before the Accident Insurance Com-
pany, in which he expressed his satisfaction at observ-
ing cripples—they advertised the company—and then
the further satisfaction which injured humanity, after in-
surance, took in the loss of legs and arms! But I can
not refrain from one familiar quotation. I refer to his
lament in memory of his blood-relation: “The tomb of
Adam! how touching it was, here in a land of strangers,
far away from home and friends! True, he was a blood-
relation ; though a distant one, still a relation! The un-
erring instinct of nature thrilled its recognition. The
fountain of my filial affection was stirred to its profound-
est depths, and I gave way to tumultuous emotion. I

N
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leaned upon a pillar and burst into tears. I deem it no
shame to have wept over the grave of my poor dead rel-
ative. Let him who would sneer at my emotion close
this volume. Noble old man—he did not live to see his
child ; and I—I—1, alas! did not live to see him. Weigh-
ed down by sorrow and disappointment, he died before
I was born—six thousand brief summers before I was
born. But let us try to bear it with fortitude. Let us
trust he is better off where he is. Let us take comfort
in the thought that his loss is our eternal gain.” This is
the humorous sublime! It is lachrymosely and comical-
ly magnificent!

This is only equaled by the “ Heathen Chinee ” of Bret
Harte. This poet-humorist of the Sierras, producing the
patois of the miner and the hunter of the Pacific slope,
and drawing an economical lesson out of the game of
euchre by the aid of Ah Sin, the pensive and child-like
Celestial, has in him all the facetiousness of Dickens and
of his Sairy Gamp concentrated in Truthful James, all
the mischievous deviltry which Bill Nye could furnish,
and -all the roistering rowdyism of a scene in “ Harry
Lorrequer.” Besides, there is 2 moral which an Oriental
story-teller- would envy. It brings together the Orient
and Occident of cunning fun. Withal, there is the ele-
ment of exaggeration, without which no American humor
seems to be possible. ' o

For another.source of our daily fun we are indebted
to Shillaber. His Mrs. Partington, however, is but an
American edition of Sheridan’s Mrs. Malaprop. Ve
love the old lady the more when we hear 'her say, like
a good housewife, that she gets up every morning at the
shrill -carrion of the chandelier! But her mischievous
nephew, Ike, is purely indigenous. His mischief is the
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very essence of Young America, without its father. Ike
is yet to grow into the full stature. He stands as the
juvenile embodiment of a peculiar vein known among
us as practical jokes —what the boys term “sells,” and
from” which springs their expression, “ Well, he’s sold.”
This is almost a monomania with some. Even such play-
ers as Sothern have not disdained to practice its pranks.
It is the result of that proverbial shrewdness which seeks
to slyly lead a green one on, in the most natural way in
the world, until the catastrophe is ready, when the pitfall
is opened, and the victim drops or rushes in with a cu-
riosity only equaled by the surplus fund of experience
which he receives. Barnum’s book has many examples
of these “sells.” Yankee tricks, which in the eye of
ethics are but another term for swindling, are illustra-
tions. The raciness of the joke hides the rascality of the
job; and we applaud the successful humorist, first, be-
cause we can not but admire his shrewd calculations on
the simplicity of human nature, and, next, because we are
glad to see our fellows learning the ways of the world in
such an amusing way. In trading, this Yankee is the
very incarnation of the keenest shrewdness. He will
be sure to do business under the most adverse circum-
stances, and secure a profit also. This propensity is por-
trayed in the story of Sam Jones. That worthy, we are
told, called at the store of a Mr. Brown, with an egg in
his hand, and wanted to “dicker” it for a darning-needle.
This done, he asks Mr. Brown if he “isn’t going to treat.”
“WWhat, on that trade?” “Certainly; a trade is a trade,
big or little.” . *“ Well, what will you have ?” “A glass of
wine,” said Jones. The wine was poured out, and Jones
remarked that he preferred his wine with an egg in it.
The store-keeper handed to him the identical egg which
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he had just changed for the darning-needle. On break-
ing it, Jones discovered that the egg had #wo yolks.
Says he, “ Look here ; you must give me another darn-
ing-needle!”

The Dutchman was a victim to a practical joke who
lost five dollars to the Yankee on a bet that the Yankee
could eat the Dutchman. Jonathan began the work of
mastication at the extremities, and was soon saluted by
the roar and kick of the Dutchman. *“Oh, mein Gott!
Dunder und Blitzen! stop' dat bitin’! Take your five
dollar. It hurts!” ’

Sometimes these jokes pay, sometimes not. ‘The Yan-
kee skipper whose vessel was mistaken by an English-
man for a Russian, and who did not run up his bunting
until the Englishman was about to broadside him, and
who gave as a reason “that he wanted to see how spry
Bull would clear for action,” came near paying dearly for
his joke.

The best humor is always more or less exaggerative.
Falstaff’s monstering of his courage, and Captain Boba-
dil’s plan, with nineteen men besides himself, of annihi-
lating an army of forty thousand, are illustrations of En-
glish exaggeration.

It was both a humorous, useful, and a witty exaggera-
tion, that of the English comedian, Mathews, who recent-

* ly presented his compliments to the human race, begging
leave to state that, as much as he loved them, he found
it impossible to provide for the necessities of London
alone. No better answer could be returned to the indis-
criminate begging in big cities.
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IV.

AMERICAN HUMOR —ITS EXTRAVAGANCE IN OPIN-
ION AND EXPRESSION.

“ We are ready to split our sides with laughing at an extravagance
that sets all common sense and serious concern at defiance.”—Haz-
LITT, On Wit and Humor.

But if there be one quality of American humor by
which more than another it can be characterized, it is the
universal tendency to exaggeration. Why there should
be fun in such efforts is not the inquiry. Whether it be
owing to the doctrine of natural depravity, which likes a
lie, or whether to vanity, which would blow the bellows
for its own dilation, or to an honest intention to amuse
without the intention to deceive, I care not to discuss.
This tendency to spread one’s self to intensity is an
American trait, and the great source of our fun. We go
our whole length on every occasion, and as much more
as we can stretch. Our language is never meck; it is
superlative. Our ideas are on their utmost tension ; our
conduct is regulated on the fast principle. It’s “go your
death on it;” “pile up the agony;’ “make it strong;”’
“let her went.” Grammar and spelling are not regard-
ed. The idea of repression is alien to our sovereigns.
We never stay our strength in mid volley, but pourin all
the powder, and make the biggest boom of which our cali-
bre is capable. America’s motto is, “Go it.” We do not
know where we shall light, but “ Go it.” It does not mat-
ter how serious the occasion, the prevailing rush must not
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be interfered with. The irreverent American translates
the phrase, “ Rise up and walk,” into “ Get up and git.”

“Talk about your Vesuve!’ said an American to a
Neapolitan. “ Niag ’ll put her out in three minutes.”

Sometimes such exaggerations are a little nebulous ;
but the climax always points to unveracious tumidity.
A North Carolina corn-sheller makes a wager with a pa-
tent-peddler. Dressed in blue jeans, and with a cob-
pipe, the sheller selects a red -ear of corn, and the fight
begins. Of course, the machine gets the worst of it. It
is too dilatory. “I ain’t got no time to shell agin that
thing. It would make me slow-motioned for life |”

A Tennessee editor, rather than do such a thing, would
see every thing sunk as far into perdition as a trip-ham-
mer, would fall in a thousand years. He would rather
see- his" home wasted and his children starve to death,
and then seat himself on their coffins, with a Southern
gentleman, and play pushpin for the whisky! This was
Parson Brownlow.

“Yes, sir, I've been to Sodom and Gomorry, and seen
the pillar of .salt Lot’s. wife was turned into.” “Good
salt—genewine ?” "asked a Hoosier of the traveled gos-
peler.- “Yes, sir, a pillar of salt!” *In the open air?”
“Yes, sir, in an’ open field, where she fell.” “Well, all
I’ve got to say is, if she’d dropped in Indiana, and in
our parts, the cattle would have licked her up before
sundown !”

Our ideas have time as the essence, and the least time
possible is. most essential. La Bruy2re said that Wit was
the God of Momients, as Genius was the God of Ages.
But why should Wit be dissociated from Genius? The
quicker the flash, the more potential the controller of the
lightning.
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When the cholera was devastating New Orleans daily,
ay, hourly, a waiter ran into the bar-room of the St.
Charles Hotel, and gave this order in the rapid style of
such characters: “Two brandy cocktails for No. 24, a
gin flip for No. 26, and a coffin for No. 29. Two first in
a hurry ; t'other can wait.” :

In one of the railroad disasters on the Baltimore road,
a survivor, in answering the query as to what was passing
in his mind as the car was rolling over, gave a character-
istic answer when he replied, “Oh, y-y-es, I perfectly re-
member saying, ¢ Lord, have mercy on us; and don’t be
too long about it, for there’s not a minute to spare!”
In the very article of death the ruling passion of “Put it
through, on the fast line,” but echoes the enterprise of
our.people. Scott and Vanderbilt must ride more than
a mile a minute, or there is something wrong. Yes, and
they ride themselves, to show that it-can be done safely.
It would seem as if all veneration for the solemnities of life
had departed from us. We act as if there were no future
world—we certainly. act as if we believed there were no
Satan and no retribution. - Our little boys, behind their
cigars, and down on the “old man,” the “venerable au-
thor -of their being,” as.he is sometimes called, for some
parental injunction ; the proprietor of the newly organ-
ized city of Pumpkinville—away out West—dilating on
the unrivaled advantages by water, by rail, and by plank-
road of his magnificent site ; the Fourth-of-July.or Cen-
tennial orator telling the masses of Blatherville about the
voice of one freeman being equal to a thousand Austrian
bayonets, and sweeping the periphery of creation to gath-
er immense symbols of our everlasting glory ; the poet
just fledged, and trying his feeble pinions on the thun-
derous symphonies of that almighty heft of water at Ni-
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agara ; the young attorney addressing his first jury, and
never in the course of his extensive practice having met
such outrageous injustice as that attempted on his client ;
or our biggest statesmen behind their senatorial desks,
and down on all mankind for their outrage on and pre-
sumption toward this great nation—all find expression in
the sacrilegious and reckless verse sung by our boys:
“If you want to live well,
Go to a crack hotel,
And call for de best accordin’.
- When de bill begins to swell,
Tell ’em all to go to— Well,
We leave for de oder side o’ Jordin.”

Hear one of our urchins sing that in for#issimo style, with
a crescends, and you will understand the rollicking inde-
pendency which obtains among us. The utter disregard
of sacred things is not common alone to our boys. In
the Reign of Terror in France, while the men were cut-
ting off human heads and carrying them around Paris on
pikes, the boys were imitating them by guillotining cats
and carrying around their heads on sticks.

IRREVERENCE AND HUMOR.

.~ Our youths outdo the children of all other nations in
their lack of reverence for the aged and for their parents.
Is it not a true story, that of a particularly smart child
who left home at the age of fifteen months because he
heard that his parents intended to call him Obadiah?
This irreverence enters into our recent poetry. Colonel
John Hay understands it. He shows it in the story of
the Prairie Belle and her heroic engineer. T do not refer
to the dialect of the Western boatman, nor to the gro-
tesque picture of the steamer—
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“The oldest craft of the line,
With a nigger squat on the safety-valve,
And her furnace crammed, rosin and pine "—

nor to Jim Bludsoe’s exclamation above the roar of the.

flames,
“T'll hold her nozzle agin the bank
Till the last galoot’s ashore,”

but to the audacity, suitable to the time and country,

with which he ushered his hero into heaven, with all the

“cussedness ” which made him stick to his post until his

ghost went up in the smoke of the burning-boat. This

audacity is specially noticeable in the pretty and touch-
ing story which Colonel Hay has versified in his “Little

Breeches.” ‘T'he father finds his little son, after long
searching in the prairie snows, sitting upright in the.
sheep-fold, chewing tobacco.

“How did he git thar? Angels.”

And then he breaks out into the exclamation :

“I think that saving a little child,

And bringing him to his own,

Is a derned sight better business

Than loafing around the throne !”

This fills the American idea of unrest. It means busi-
ness. Such ideas attract not merely because they are
expressed humorously and dialectically, not because they
glorify the paternal instinct, but because of their utter
irreverence. Yet this is not more irreverent than Low-
ell’s verse about an unholy Democrat and the Mexican

war:
“You hev to get up airly
Ef you want to take in God.”

Its counterpart is seen in the juvenile performance of a -
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lad who, kneeling by his pious mother, repeated the well-
known child’s prayer:
“ Now I lay me down to sleep,
I pray the Lord my soul to keep;
If I should die before I wake—
Pop goes the weasel !”

For sacrilegious audacity we give the following: An
American company in the Mexican war was drawn up in
line in one of the churches of the city of Mexico. Sud-
denly the cry of “Temblor! temblor!” was heard, and
while the Mexicans were rushing wildly out of- their
houses, and in greatest consternation dropping on their
knees, beseeching the protection of the Holy Virgin, this
American company at every horizontal quake would be
dashed against the church-walls. What are they think-
ing of? With ready exaggeration they liken their situa-
tion to one of the surf-boats which they had used at Vera
Cruz. At every.surge the. cry goes round, “ Shove her
off, boys!”" “Steady, men ; keep your places.” “Now
she rises!” “Shove her off I”

Again does our assertion hold good in the case of the
youth who was fold the story of the two-and-forty chil-
dren who were torn by the bears for mocking the proph-
et. Instead of heeding the moral; he went right out and
saluted the first baldheaded individual with, “Go up,
baldhead! Now bring on your bears!” The Germans
have a word, /Zeifig. It means healthy and holy. We
could well spare some of our pet words for so sound
and sacred an adjective. -

In Cincinnati, when the Prince of Wales went to the
Opera-house, a boy put his head into the carriage-win-
dow, and astonished his hearers by singing out, “ How
are you, Wales? How’s your ma?”.
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. Not long since a good man addressed one of our
Western Sabbath-schools. He told them of the better
world in tones so pathetic, and with tears so sincere, that
he seemed to touch chords of finest feeling in their gen-
tle young bosoms. He concluded his discourse by re-
questing them to sing “Jordan.” Instead of “Jordan’s
stormy banks,” he was astounded to hear, in one unbro-
ken chorus, that

“Jordan am a hard road to trabel.”

The comic wonder elicited by this irreverent boldness
has not yet subsided in the vicinity where it occurred.
One would suppose that, in a Christian country, that
stream, consecrated by such holy memories, would not be
polluted by the ribaldry of our youth. Jordan! whose
banks are hallowed by the foot-print of prophet and
saint ; whose waters rose up that Israel might bear over
that beauteous type of our covenant with Heaven ; whose
wave mirrored the clear sky, and the peaceful dove de-
scending upon the baptized form of the Redeemer, em-.
blematic of the Father’s pleasure! Jordan! the sancti-
ty of whose nanre, though the twelve stones erected by
grateful Israel have long since moldered, and though the
spot where the body of our Lord was laved by its wa-
ters has no monument for its identity—though the Bed-
ouin roams in its valley, and its calcined soil no longer
smiles with cultivation—Jordan is still dear to the Chris-
tian of every clime, as with wistful eye he gazes upon
that fair and happy land where his possessions lie, and
with the power of grace struggles through its swelling
flood to that other bank where the world hath no temp-
tation and the tomb no terror, where immortality with the
dear ones who have gone before becomes a presence and
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a transport! Jordan! whose flow makes music with the
dying song of praise, whose light silvers the darkness of
the Valley of the Shadow, and fills the fading vision with
the glory of answered praver, and the soul with the reali-
ty of that country beyond, where the Good Shepherd for-
ever infolds his own in the sweet pastures by the still wa-
ters. Jordan! ay, and what other consecrated ‘associa-
tion is not broken up by the plowshare of riant, defiant,
independent Young America! Said I not truly that our
humor stops at no sacrifice for its fun?

QOur religious music in fashionable churches is assum-
ing this fast, not to say sacrilegious, tone. Before we
had steam-engines to run our organs, Doesticks goes
into a church, where the organist receives a big salary to
draw a large house with his music. The organist strikes
up “Old Hundred.” At first it goes as it ought to ; but
soon the organist’s left hand becomes unruly among the
bass notes ; then the right cuts up a few monkey shines
on the treble ; then the %f# threw in a large assortment
of quavers ; right led off with a grand flourish and a few
dozen variations ; /7 struggled manfully to keep up, but
soon gave out, dead beat, and after that went back to
first principles, and hammered away religiously at “ Old
Hundred,” in spite of the antics of its fellow ; 7igh# struck
up a march, marched into a quickstep, quickened into a
galop ; Zf# still kept at “ Old Hundred ;” 7igk# put in all
sorts of extras to entice the left from its sense of proprie-
ty; %/t still unmoved ; righ/ put in-a few bars of a popu-
lar waltz ; Zf* wavers a little ; »ighs strikes up a favorite
polka; Zft evidently yielding ; »#gAf dances into a jig;
left now fairly deserts and goes over to the enemy, and
both commence an animated hornpipe, leaving poor
“Old Hundred” to take care of itself. Then a crash, a
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squeak, a rumble, and an expiring groan; and the overt-
ure is finished, and service begins.

Is not this the fashionable echo to the boy’s song of
“Jordan,” told humorously by an almost forgotten writer
—in fact, the forerunner of the large class who rely on ex-
aggeration’s artful aid for their fun? The moral quality |
of our humor is not here and now discussed. We can
only reprehend its lack of veneration.

OVERDRAWN HUMOROUS DESCRIPTIONS.

A few years-ago the letters of Doesticks, from which I
have quoted, ran through the press, a gross exaggeratijon.
So wild were they that they could not last long, but their
ephemeral success shows the keen delight of our people
in this limitless humor. His description of the American
tragedian’s voice ought to be recalled: “Imitating by
turns the horn of Gabriel, the shriek of the locomotive,
the soft and gentle tones of a forty horse-power steam-
saw-mill, the loving accents of the scissors-grinder’s
wheel, the amorous tones of the charcoal-man, the rumble
of the omnibus, the cry of the driver appertaining thereto
—rising from the entrancing notes of the infuriated house-
dog to the terrific cry of the oyster-vender—causing the
supes to tremble in their boots, making the fiddlers look
around for some place of safety, and moving the assem-
bled multitude to echo back the infernal roar.” This is
an etching in broad limning of an exaggeration. It was -
enjoyed because the subject was commensurate with the
description. Shakspeare himself had contemporary play-
ers who suited this description. Nor are such characters
limited to the stage. They are to be found in the pulplt
and even in so sedate a body as Congress.

Our, habits and fashions as well as our talk are all
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on the extensive scale. A faithful description of them
would provoke laughter. But that is not enough. The
description must be overdrawn. To illustrate: It is
some time since ladies had taken to hoops. They had
completely usurped the sidewalks in the cities. A cyn-
ical .old bachelor meets two fair ones promenading, and
thus enters upon his description: “At forty paces distant
they seemed like miujature pyramids of silk ; at twenty
paces we smelled Cologne-water and other essences; at
ten paces a little lump like a bonnet was discernible at
the top of the skirt pyramid ; at three paces distant we
heard the imbedded voice of a female in the dress; at
two paces we discovered four ringlets of slim appearance,
resembling cat-tails dipped in molasses, two eyes of weak
and absurd expression, lips like unto thin sandwiches,
and cheeks rouged with mienfun (Chinese coloring).
Positively this was all that could create in us the impres-
sion or imagination that the above things (dry-goods,
etc.) formed a woman.”

Yet who would not rather have a gigantic piece of
unveracity, like that story told by the man at the wheel
of a Vicksburg steamer? A stranger inquires about the
alligators. After giving statistics upon statistics of the
number of alligators on the sand-banks, and per mile,
and the number destroyed, the truthful narrator reaches
the climax. Itis in the benevolent captain of the Nancy,
who once injured so many of the beloved animals on a
trip, that he threw liniment overboard to them ; and they,
in their tender regard for his goodness of heart, always
responded as he went up and down. They not only lift-
ed his boat over bars, but, in one of his extremities of de-
lay, towed him up to Vicksburg, fifty miles! These ex-
aggerations, like others of the Doesticks order, have a
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cause. Our national success has kindled it. Within the
century, what have we not done? Moved the Indians
west of the Mississippi, and by treaty, etc., given them