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ABSTRACT

THE NATURE OF FARCE:
DEFINITION AND DEVICES

By
W. Stanley Schutz

The farce as a dramatic genre has been the most over-
looked and underestimated of all dramatic types in the theatre.
Some form of farce appears in every period of theatre history
and it has always been the most popular theatre to audiences.
In spite of its longevity and popularity, there exists to the
present more confusion and contradiction about the precise
nature, characteristics and techniques of farce than of any
other genre.

This study seeks to resolve this problem by examining
these diverse opinions carefully in an attempt to arrive at a
meaningful definition of farce. A significant portion of the
study is devoted to an analysis of farce devices.

Because of the dearth of farce texts, an extensive
study of theatre literature in the English language provided
the resources. The writings of theatre historians, theorists,
critics and scholars and production texts from playwriting
to acting were scrutinized and the meaningful observations and
views correlated and synthesized into definition and devices.
Nahum Tate's "preface" to A Duke and No Duke published in 1693
represents the earliest primary source used and the works of
Brander Matthews, Leo Hughes and Eric Bentley the major con-
tributions.

Chapter I provides an introduction and background to
farce and presents the inherent problems of this study.
Chapter II explores the origin, classification and the sources
of the comic theatre of farce. Chapter III inspects the
anatomy of farce in the following details: how farce and
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comedy differ; the hybrid: farce-comedy; the basic requirement
for farce: production; the primary elements of situation and
plot; the secondary elements of character and dialogue.
Chapter IV moves toward the definition of farce after dis-
cussing its extrinsic characteristics and purpose. Chapter V
examines the farce technique by identifying, defining and
illustrating nine basic farce devices: farce dialogue;
violent physical action; stage tricks or broad business;
exaggerated stage properties; repetition; inversion; conceal-
ment; incongruity; and exaggerated characters,

The term "farce" entered the theatrical vocabulary and
took its place in dramatic nomenclature only after the Restor-
ation (1660-1700). From the beginning it has held to its
fundamental purpose of laughter and entertainment. Slapstick
has remained the signature of farce and its aggression and
frequent vulgarity have afforded a vicarious release of audi-
ence hostilities through laughter, Farce seems to provide a
comic catharsis which helps man bear his many problems.

The study revealed that intrinsically the farce con-
centrates primarily on the elements of situation and plot and
on character and dialogue as secondary elements. Most im-
probable of all farce exaggeration is the sequence and climax
of compounding situations where characters make practical
rather than ethical or moral decisions. The farce plot,
which dominates character, provides a framework for laughable
situations, moves rapidly to avoid reflection and is similar
to the joke in construction with a late climax and little or
no falling action.

Farce characters are exaggerated but recognizable
types not fully developed on stage. The dialogue, subordi-
nated to visual action, is capable of wit, humor and broad
satire though they occur less frequently than in comedy.
Farce usually lacks literary significance for its purpose can
only be achieved in production.
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The following definition of farce evolved from this
study: FARCE IS THE POPULAR DRAMA (OR THEATRE) OF LAUGHTER
CREATED BY SITUATIONS THAT PROGRESS FROM SIMPLE TO WILDLY
COMPLICATED, FROM PROBABLE TO GROSSLY EXAGGERATED AND ARE
FILLED WITH LUDICROUS UNEXPECTED INCIDENTS AND RAPID VISUAL
ACTION. THE AUDIENCE OBSERVES COMMONPLACE CHARACTER TYPES
WITH AN EMOTIONAL DETACHMENT THAT IS DEDICATED TO A COMIC
CATHARSIS. FARCE HAS BEEN AND IS CAPABLE OF A BROAD AND

BOLD TYPE OF SATIRE.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

The Study of Farce

On the evening of October 16, 1939, The Man Who Came
to Dinner opened at the Music Box in New York City to glowing
reviews, Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman labeled their hi-
lariocus play "a comedy in three acts." The Broadway critics
who saw it generally agreed on its merits and predicted
future but they also had their differences of opinion as ob-
served in the following excerpted passages:

e o o It is as gay, giddy, and delectable a comedy

as our stage has seen in years. . . . It includes

some of the maddest as well as some of the best

drawn of Mr. Hart's and Mr. Kaufman's eccentrics. . . .
John Mason Brown in
New York Post.

e o« o« All this is accomplished on the stage with

all the ingenious lunacies the Messrs. Kaufman and

Hart are capable of devising, and its farce still

remains plausible. It is gross caricature, to be

sure, but like all caricatures, it merely emphasizes

human absurdity . . . has no plot to speak of . . .
Sidney B. Whipple in
New York World Telegram.

« o« o« It is . . . a good comedy for any audience.
« « o The situation of a flaring egomaniac . . .
is a solid foundation for natural comedy.

Burns Mantle in New

York Daily News.

. « I cannot begin to tell you all that happens.
« « I would not if I could, for this farce and
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surprise is to be cherished. . . . The humor is
« « « largely the humor of insult, and a good deal
of it is of the knock-down-and-drag-out variety.
But satire runs along with buffoonery . . . it is
all in good, rough sport.

Richard Lockridge in

New York Sun.

e« « o the funniest comedy of this season . . .
a fantastic piece of nonsense. . . . The principle
intrigue concerns an attempt to forestall his sec-
retary's plan to marry. But that is no more than
a clothesline on which this vaudeville is pinned
and left hanging in the breeze.

Brooks Atkinson in

New York Times.

Burns Mantle had seen the Hartford, Connecticut, pre-
view two weeks earlier but each of these critics was comment-
ing on the same opening night performance of October 16th.
Even from such fragmentary excerpts one can sense the enthu-
siasm that greeted The Man Who Came to Dinner, which was to
run nearly two years. But that is where unanimity ends. On
closer observation these reviews reveal conflicting views
among the critics.

Not only do several critics reveal inconsistencies
within their own review but the five critics represented here
disagree as to whether the play is a comedy or a farce. In
their complete reviews most of them describe the show as
farce but only two actually call it farce. The other three
willingly accept the author's label of comedy though they
elaborate in detail on the many characteristics of the play
which are farce. Such confusion seems to be ever present in
recorded theatre criticism and it was this in part which
prompted the present study.

There are two ways or approaches that can be made in
the study of an art. According to Brander Matthews one can
either trace the development and growth of the art or inquire
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3
into its processes.1 The choice of method will usually
depend on interest, preference, or background of knowledge.
In the study of farce these options were not available.

There exists so much contradiction regarding the
purpose, nature, methods and form of farce that one cannot
attempt to trace its history or follow its growth as an
art until understanding replaces confusion. In other words,
a study of the historical development of farce can only come
after we have investigated the processes and practices of
farce. This study will attempt to focus our view of farce
and to gain a clearer understanding of its principles.

The problem persists not so much because of conflict-
ing theories but as a result of scholarly oversight. This
oldest of theatrical forms has not been given serious study
until recent years. Professor Hurrell observes that farce has
been continually taken for granted as ". . . something if not
actually beneath criticism, at least beneath the need for
critical discussion."2 This direct or implied low state per-
meates the bulk of writing on farce and has led knowledgeable
scholars to make statements like these: ", . ., farce . . .
take(s) the cash and let(s) the credit go."3; ", . . through-
out history it seems that nobody except audiences has had a
good word to say for farce."4 A recent dissertation by
George Small alluded to the fact that the historian of drama

1Brander Matthews, A Study of the Drama (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1910), p. &.

2John Dennis Hurrell, "A Note on Farce", Quarterly
Journal of Speech, XLV (December, 1959), p. 426.

3Stark Young, The Theatre (New York: Hill & Wang,
1954), p. 44,

Josezh Wood Krutch, "The Fundamentals of Farce",
Theatre Arts 40 (July, 1956), p. 92.
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(serious plays) relates his material to the thoughts of poets
and philosophers while his counterpart in comedy, or comic
plays, converses with the butchers and bakers. It appears
that the majority of serious critics have ignored farce con-
sidering it a mere diversion for the unthinking. Nahum Tate's
early hope for more critical discussion on the nature of farce
was never realized ". . . because writers of farce did not
bother to present a case; they were content to see their plays
prosper."5 To this critical oversight playwright Samuel
Spewack caustically concluded that: "Far too many 'important'
plays have taken their places in the history of the theatre,
rather than in its life,"®

The term "farce" has been used with a variety of mean-
ings. It will, therefore, be necessary, as part of this study,
to explore the origin of the word and survey its theatrical
denotations and connotations. "Farce" comes from the French,
which derived the term originally from the Latin "farcire",
meaning to stuff. Through more recent times it has meant the
comic business that an actor employs, a short play of a very
light nature, a political pamphlet written in play form, a
ludicrous scene found in any play type and one of the dramatic
genre. Equally important is the pejorative or depreciatory
connotation which is associated with the term "farce." This
condition exists today and must be considered as background
to this study.

Farce and comedy are sometimes used interchangeably or
as synonyms of each other. Occasionally, this appears in the
writings of even our most reliable scholars as if avoiding the

5Samuel A. Golden, "An Early Defense of Farce", Studies

in Honor of John Wilcox by Members of the English Department
of Wayne University, 11§3§5, p. 68.

6Samuel Spewack, "Introduction", Great Farces, ed.
Robert Saffron (New York: MacMillan Co., 1966), p. 6.
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responsibility of defining their terms or accepting as defin-
itive the classic divisions of tragedy and comedy. There is
no question that the relationship of farce to comedy or comedy
to farce is strong and valid. But the distinction must be
clearly made between them if this study is to be objective.
In order to achieve this goal, we will observe the major
classifications of comedy as they have come down to us in the
1960's.

A study of this type cannot be conducted solely from
a theatrical point of view. The dramatist must sense the comic
spirit as surely as he knows the craft of theatre. Since
laughter is the prime objective of the farce, we will review
historically the theories of laughter and comedy in order to
better understand the playwright's use of humor. Wolcott
Gibbs allowed that: "Humor is probably the one subject in the
world on which every man is his own bitter and unyielding
expert:."7 But some few men have articulated meaningful
theories of why we laugh and it is this background that we
shall explore first.

Historically, farce has held to this risible objective
though the form and nature have changed with time. Though not
an established fact, there is strong speculation that the
Megarean or Spartan farce, the phlyakes of Southern Italy,
and the Atellan or Oscan farces of Campania all held this
objective.8 The evidence is clear in the farce scenes of
Aristophanes and apparently those of other Old Comedy play-
wrights. The Roman farce with Plautus in the foreground seeks

7Wolcott Gibbs, "What's so funny? Humor on the Stage",
New Yorker (December 25, 1943), p. 30.

8Allardyce Nicoll supports this view in his brief
article, "Farce", in Chamber's Encyclopedia (London: George
Newnes Ltd., 1955), Vol. 5, and in Masks Mimes And Miracles
(New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 1963). Further
support can also be found in Gilbert Norwood, Greek Comedy
(Boston: John W. Luce & Co. Inc., 1932).
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no other objective than laughter. Some farcical scenes appear
in the medieval mysteries of the French and the English cycle
plays of the 15th and 16th century, in a more primitive form
again. We see farce in the commedia dell'arte and throughout
most of Moliere.
Farce is sometimes considered to be a simplified form

of comedy that teaches one lesson: to enjoy life and your
part in it, While true, it can also be misleading, as this
study will attempt to show. Most of us would probably agree
that any source of laughter is precious in a world like ours.
John Mason Brown writes that farceurs belong to a race apart
where the sky is the limit and no holds are barred. To Brown,
the point of farce is to be funny. It makes us ". . . accept
the impossible as possible, the deranged as normal and silli-
ness as a happy substitute for sense."9 Enjoyment and
laughter are truly at the heart of farce which often seems,
as Bentley puts it, like ". . . joking turned theatrical."lo
From the beginning farce has always remained closely
tied with the theatrical taste and fashions of its day. Hughes
and Scouten feel that as a result of this topicality the farce
is usually dead when the run is over. Once dead to the theatre,
it is dead also to the publisher and as a result a great many
plays which have much to reveal concerning theatrical tastes
of bygone days have long since vanished.11
An example of this can be found in the farces of Avery
Hopwood (1882-1928) which earned more money for him than any

9

John Mason Brown, "Seeing Things", The Saturday Review
of Literature Vol. 34 (March 24, 1951), p. 26.
10

Eric Bentley, The Life of the Drama (New York:
Atheneum, 1964), p. 23&.

11Leo Hughes and A. H. Scouten, Ten English Farces
(Austin, Texas: The University of Texas Press, 1948), p. vii.




7

previous playwright in the American theatre. Of Hopwood's
thirty plays, fifteen of which ran over one hundred perform-
ances on Broadway, only seven were published. Today it is
virtually impossible to find a copy of any of his plays except
The Bat, a mystery melodrama based on Mary Roberts Rinehart's
successful novel. The quality and literary significance of
Hopwood's farces may be minimal but his success on the New
York stage is unquestioned. He was the first American play-
wright to have four plays in performance on Broadway at the
same time.12 This record remained unequaled until December
1966 when Barefoot in the Park, The Odd Couple, Sweet Charity
and The Star-Spangled Girl made: ". . . Neil Simon the first
playwright since Avery Hopwood in 1920 to have four Broadway
shows running at the same tine."13

Simplicity and the dearth of farce texts partially
account for the lack of significant criticism and research and
yet there exists another basic reason for this oversight.
Farce depends upon the doing--the staged farce production is
the most important aspect of the genre--more so than any other
dramatic type. "They spring to full life only on the stage--
when the actors and director know what they are doing."l4
When the run has ended the farce is over and only the laughter
continues. To observe and evaluate farce critically means to
study it while it lives on stage. Production books and other
records are never complete enough to relive accurately the

genuine farce. Only since the development of the sound motion
plcture and television kinescope or video tape have we been
able to preserve a stage production for later uses. Perhaps

12The Gold-Diggers, Lﬁdies' Night, Spanish Love and
The Bat. The last three opened within a two-week period in Aug-
ust and of the four plays, Spanish Love had the shortest run,
307 performances.
45 13Anonymous, "Simple Simon", Time (December 30, 1966),
p. L]

14Spewack, op. cit., p. 7.
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this will mean more future study in farce as this recording
process becomes more functional and available., But the past
productions are gone and we cannot study them with precision.
The contribution of the actors and director, which are most
meaningful to farce, are lost except to memory and occasional
play reviews. We are left only with a script in either its
original or revised form. This is an incomplete basis for
research in farce.

The earliest sources used in this study were the pub-
lished works of Nahum Tate (1693), Brander Matthews (1894),

G. K. Chesterton (1901) and Vsevolod Meyerhold (1913). Within
the past ten years scholarly research and writing on farce have
appeared from Richard L. Arnold, Eric Bentley, Samuel Golden,
Leo Hughes, John Dennis Hurrell, Joseph Wood Krutch, and

Robert C. Stephens‘on.15 " Two unpublished doctoral dissertations
contributed significantly to this study: James T. Nardin,

"A Study in Popular American Farce, 1865-1914" (University of
Chicago, 1950); LeRoy D. Haberman, "American Farce on Broad-
way, 1914 to 1950" (Stanford University, 1959).

Professor Hewitt of Indiana University said in 1959
that farce has been out of favor in the theatre for nearly
thirty years but that there were signs of its return to fashion.
He named two successful plays, The Matchmaker and Hotel Paradiso,
and pointed to Bentley's earlier essay on farce as support.

Chesterton at the turn of the century sounded the chal-
lenge for both the encouragement of the art and the study of
farce in these words: "Some day, perhaps, when the present

ISComplete Titles and dates of the writings of these
men may be found in the Bibliography.

16Bernard Hewitt, "Thornton Wilder Says "Yes"", Tulane
Drama Review Vo. 4 (1959), p. 111. Parts of the Bentley essay,
"The Psychology of Farce", appeared in The New Republic but
the complete article was published as the Introduction to
Let's Get a Divorce! and Other Plays (New York: Hill and
Wang, Inc., 1958). .
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narrow phase of aesthetics has ceased to monopolize the name,
the glory of a farcical art may become fashionable."17 Fifty-
five years later, critic Krutch gave immediacy to the chal-
lenge by saying: "A critical discussion of the meaning and
significance of farce as a theatrical mode is urgently called
for by the present situation."18

This study of the nature and structure of farce rep-
resents an attempt to correlate the views and attitudes found
in the vast body of theatre literature in the English language.
The research, conducted over a six year period, has investigated
the major writings in the field in addition to many more obscure
works., Only a small portion of this material ultimately con-
tributed to this study. Other approaches might be used but an
extensive study of farce criticism seemed to be a logical and
necessary first step. It is this writer's hope that the other
steps will follow within the reasonable future.

We will further seek to clarify the difference between
the genre of the farce and of the comedy and to analyze the
various structural ingredients in order to arrive at a defi-
nition of farce.

Farce has surely provided moments of brilliance in the
theatre but more importantly its universal appeal has made it
and generally continues to keep it one of our most popular
forms of theatre and mass media entertainment. We have ob-
served this broad appeal in the twentieth century with farce
continuing in the theatre as well as moving into the media of
motion pictures and television. It has been said that the
playwright has two approaches from which he may choose: he
may say something in play form or he may give the public what

17'G. K. Chesterton, "A Defense of Farce", The Defendent

(London: R. Brimley Johnson, 1943), p. 95.

18Krutch, op. cit., p. 30.
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it wants after studying the playgoer's taste. More often
than not the writer of farce falls into the latter approach.

Farce has flourished during times of stress and war19
as audiences prefer to forget their dread and sorrow and enjoy
the brief escape afforded them in the theatre, A statistical
studyzo of the New York stage revealed a significant decline
in serious drama and a strong increase in comedy, farce and
melodrama during the pre-war year of 1939. This may take on
added significance when we realize, as Professor Gassner has
stated, that the theatre both thrives and remains a popular
entertainment during difficult times.

Athens crowned the theatre with glory while
fighting for its existence against a host of
enemies. Germany advanced stage craft by leaps
and bounds at a time when it suffered the miseries
of inflation and national humiliation. America,
struggling through a decade of economic disaster,
likewise affirmed the strength of the human spirit
that often proves so painfully blind and bestial
under the whiplash of accumulated errors.

Eric Bentley, whose several critical discussions of
farce represent the most recent and meaningful contributions
to its literature, allows that both melodrama and farce are
", . . arts of escape and what they are running away from is
not only social problems but all other forms of moral
responsibility."22 The playwright, aware of his audience and
the daily pressures on them, can make a valid contribution to
their peace of mind if he has the inventive genius. It has

19A. R. Thompson, The Anatomy of Drama (Berkeley, Calif.
University of California Press, I§E3§, p. 133.
20y, M, Little, "A Statistical Survey of the New York

Stage, 1930-1940" (unpublished Master's thesis, Department of
Speech, University of Illinois, 1942), p. 52.

21John Gassner (ed.), Twenty Best Plays of the Modern
American Theatre (New York: Crown Publishers, 1939), p. xii.
22Bentley, op. cit., p. 255.
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been obvious in both the past and present that the American
theatre audience prefers light plays to serious though not
necessarily because they are better or more vigorous.23

The facts fail to bear out the theory that farce
caters to the poorly educated and artistically degenerate
public. The Roman farces were performed in Renaissance Eng-
land by and for the university population. Moliere's courtly
audience was certainly not uneducated and the taste for Wilde
has never been a vulgar one. There is evidence that Shake-
speare's early farce, The Comedy of Errors, was designed for
and appreciated by an audience of lawyers.z4 Kaufman and
Hart's brilliant farce, You Can't Take it With You, won a
Pulitzer Prize in 1939. 1In fact, the very first Pulitzer
Prize awarded in 1918 went to the farce Why Marry? by Jesse
Lynch Williams. In the light of these brief illustrations
that farce appeals to the enlightened and artistic population
we must admit its duality of appeal to both high and low.

Comedians and humorists have unanimously insisted that
man has always laughed at essentially the same things or for
the same reasons. It is best expressed by William Mathews
in 1888 when he speaks of jokes.

Perhaps if we could trace the entire history
of some of the pleasantries and conceits which
have provoked our loudest merriment, we should
find them stereotyped on the crockery tablets of
an Assyrian council, or eternized in the hiero-
glyphs of an Egyptian record. Who knows but that
the very same 'old joes' which tickle the risibles

23Walter P. Eaton writing an "Introduction" to A. E.
Thomas' Her Husband's Wife in 1914 said "the public prefer-
ence for comedy in the theatre is not wholly due to a dis-
taste for high seriousness; in part at least it is due to
the fact that the writers of comedy produce, on the whole,
better and more vivid plays." p. vi. Though probably true
in 1914, we might question this assertion today in the light
of Eugene O'Neill and the maturing American theatre which
followed him.

24Hur:ell, loc. cit.
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of the laborer of today may have split the sides
of the men who built the Pyramids, or of the
workmen at the Tower of Babel?25

Though the theories of laughter and comedy may differ
somewhat, men of all times may well have laughed at the same
things. If we apply this to the subject of our study, we might
generalize that the writers, as well as the actors and directors,
of farce have used a basic set of farce devices that provoke
laughter. This observation is interesting but remains inci-
dental to the present study.

The farce devices are the techniques or tools by which
the playwright manipulates his situations, action, characters
or dialogue in order to produce laughter. If man remains
relatively unchanged, then farce devices should remain con-
stant, though the form, the manner of speech and dress, the
characters, the setting and other details of production may
change with the times. Or as Spewack puts it: "Social organ-
ization has changed considerably over the centuries, but the
human animal has not."26 This study will attempt to identify
the basic devices of farce. They are essentially situational
devices and can be traced from Aristophanes and Plautus to
Hopwood and Kaufman. The nine basic farce devices listed here
will be treated in detail later in this study: Farce dialogue;
Violent physical action; Stage tricks or broad business; Exag-
gerated stage properties; Repetition; Inversion; Concealment;
Incongruity; and Exaggerated characters. The materials and
timely topics surrounding these devices change with the fashions
and the times but the basic farce situations or devices may
exist from one generation to the next. We can be certain that
the perpetrators of the current farce films, What's New Pussycat?

and Kiss Me, Stupid owe more to Aristophanes and Plautus than
they might imagine.

25Nat Schmulowitz, "A Prolegomenon", The Ancient Greeks
& Joe Miller, Albert Rapp (San Francisco 1958), pp. 7-8.
26

Spewack, op. cit., p. 6.



CHAPTER 1II
FARCE AS COMIC THEATRE

Origin of theatrical term "farce"
The origin and development of the term "farce" is

interesting to us for several reasons. It appears that this
type of play existed long before the term "farce" was ever
used as its name. Through many periods of theatrical history
there have been short dramatizations of ordinary or rustic
life, based on compounded situations in which ludicrous char-
acters raced madly about, often in sheer horseplay, for the
prime purpose of arousing laughter. This description suggests
a kind of play that is literally stuffed with action, situa-
tions, comic business and the risible. The description fits
the many types of farce that appeared from antiquity to the
17th century: the Megarean and Atellan folk farces; many
scenes from Aristophanes; the Plautus plays; scenes and brief
plays of farcical nature in the Middle Ages; the commedia
dell'arte; the short farces of Hans Sachs; the interludes of
John Heywood; the robust scenes from Shakespeare; the works
of Jodelet; and ending with Moliere. The Middle French word
"farce" or "farcir" which originated from the Latin "farcire"
meaning "to stuff", described or typified this type of play
most aptly, and so perhaps the nameless thus derived a name.
We can only speculate why these dramatic performances
were not uniformly called "farce" or any other common name.
While the plays or scenes mentioned above all fit into the
description given, they did vary considerably from each other
in many details of structure, method and tradition. Some
capitalized on informality and others concentrated on impro-
visation. They also differed in the function to which each

13
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culture would use them. But much of this can also be said
of farce in all times.

Certainly the philosophers, critics, poets and
historians of antiquity focused the bulk of their attention
or at least their extant writing on tragedy and comedy, the
more formal and profound of dramatic types. It is possible
that many of the critics of Greece were much like their more
recent descendants and considered such a frivolous and pop-
ular art beneath the need for any critical discussion. At any
rate they wrote very little about it. As a result the neo-
classic scholars, translators and interpreters of the Renais-
sance who epitomized the ancient writers appear likewise to
have ignored it. Thus we have a nameless art overlooked by
early writers who were preoccupied with the formal and logical
in life and art. It remained uniformly nameless for almost
two thousand years.

Actually ". . . the history of farce in the theatre
begins in France during the Middle Ages" though "according to
a well-established theory, it may be traced back to the litur-
gical origins of the drama itself."1 In France the brief,
boisterous, often quite vulgar plays, acted by amateur soc-
ieties of actors, sometimes bore the title "farce."

Bellinger2 believes there was little or no distinction in kind
between the Shrovetide plays, interludes, farces, puppet shows
and "feasts" that were presented during the late Middle Ages.

The Fool companies, bands of youths all over Europe,
played these gross and nonsensical comedies that were often
ribald travesties on the Mass. The best known companies in

1Leo Hughes, "The Early Career of Farce in the Theat-

rical Vocabulary", The University of Texas Studies in English
No. 4026 (July 8, 1940), p. 83.

2Martha Fletcher Bellinger, A Short History of the
Drama (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1927), p. 1*1.
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France were Societe des Sottes, les confreries joyeuses, la
Bagoche or les Basochiens (law students in universities under
Philippe le Bel) and les Enfants-sans-Souce (the student soc-
iety of Paris formed under Charles VI).

A later parallel to French farce were the interludes
of John Heywood (1497-1565). He invariably called his pieces
"interludes" though they bear all the essentials of farce.

The influence of French farce on Heywood must have been slight
if present at all but Heywood's influence on the English farce
that followed is fairly well established.

Though farce had gained a strong foothold somewhat
earlier "Edward Ravenscroft is generally credited with begin-
ning the vogue of farce in 1672 with The Citizen turn'd Gentle-
ggg."3 This play apparently won public acclaim as well as the
favor of England's Charles II, a devotee of that sort of play.
It seems interesting to note, however, that both the man and
the play of 1672 are indebted to the master of comic theatre,
Moliere, Most of the great works of Moliere appeared in the
1660's and the last of the court plays, The Would-be Gentleman
(1670), became the basis for Ravenscroft's The Citizen turn'd
Gentleman.4 Moliere's farcical The Tricks of Scapin (1671)
and The Learned Ladies (1672) had immediately preceeded
Ravenscroft's play. Early in the following year Moliere died
at age fifty-one while playing the hypochondriac, Argan, in

the fourth performance of The Imaginary Invalid (1673).

In 1685 Nahum Tate brought out a play named A Duke and
No Duke to which was attached a brief page and a half of preface
defending farce. But eight years later with the second edition
of the play, Tate enlarged this "preface" into a full-blown

3

4Phyllis Hartnoll (ed.), The Oxford Companion to the
Theatre (2d, ed.) (London: Oxford University Press, 1957),

P .

Golden, op., cit., p. 62.
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discourse on farce. Golden suggests that the sixteen page
“"preface" may well be ", ., ., the most important contribu-
tion in the Restoration period to the subject of farce."5

Turning back chronologically we find that a singularly
significant event in the history of the use of the theatrical
term "farce" was the 1661 visit of Chaunouveau and his company
to London. A scene in William D'Avenant's (1606-1668) The

Play-House to be Lett, supposedly played in 1662, may refer,
according to Hughes, to this visit in 1661 and tells of a new

dispensation for the English stage and the meaning of farce.
In Act I the House-Keeper, the Tire-Woman, and an English
Player are approached by a Monsieur who wishes to rent the
theatre during the vacation now in progress.

House-K. What would you do in't? we must
like your trade :
Before we let our shop, lest we should ride
With John Dory to Paris to seek rent.

Mons. Mi vil make presentation of de farce.

Tire-W. Farces, what be those? New French bobs
for ladies?

Play. Pray, peace! I understand the gentleman.
Your farces are a kind of mongrel play.
But, sir, I believe all French farces are
Prohibited commodities, and will
Not pass current in England.

Mons. Sir, pardon me! de Engelis be more
Fantastique den de Fransh., De farce
Bi also very fantastique and vil passe.

Play. The Monsieur's in the right for we have
found
Our Customers of late exceeding humorous.

Mons. De vise nation bi for tings heroique
And de fantastique, vor de farce!

Tire-W. I like not that these French pardonney
moys
Should make so bold with old England.

House-K. Peace, woman! We'll let the house,
and get money. :

5Golden, op. cit., p. 64. Tate's "preface" (1693)
represents the earliest source used in this study to determine
the nature of farce.
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Play. But how will your French farce be understood?
For all our travell'd customers are gone
To take the air with their own wives, beyond
Hide-Park a great way; a homely country mode
of their fore-fathers.
Tire-W. With grief we speak it;
They may be asham'd to leave their poor mistresses
And us behind 'em without customers.
Play. Pray save your tears for our next tragedy.
The Monsieur's all for merry farces, but,
As I said, sir, how shall we understand ‘'em?
Mons. We have a troop of French Commediens
Dat speak a little very good Engelis,
Tire-W. Bless us! a troop?
Play. Woman, thou art no linguist; they in France
Call a company of players, a troop.
Tire-W. I thought he had ta'em our long Tennis-Court
For a stable. 6
Play. And you are shelling beans for his horses.

This brief scene makes it clear that "farce was a
newcomer to theatre language in 1661 but the term was firmly
established by the end of the 17th century.

The nearest suspicion of a theatrical use of farce in
pre-Restoration times occurs in the works of Ben Jonson,7 who
speaks with characteristic acerbity of his opponent's using
". . . stale apothegmes . . . to farce their Scenes withall."8
Hughes believes, however, that this connection with the theatre
is an accidental one. The New English Dictionagz9 lists sev-
eral earlier illustrations as follows: Palsgrave in 1530,
"Suche as writte farcis and contrefait the vulgare speche."

6Hughes, op. cit., pp. 90-91.
7Introduction to Cynthia's Revels (1600).

8Hughes, op. cit., p. 83.

James A. H., Murray (ed.), A New English Dictionary on
Historical Principles (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1901;
IV, p.
The sources cited are Jehan Palsgrave, Lesclarcissement de la

langue francoyse 1530 (1852) and Sir David Lyndesay, Ihe
testament and complaynt of our soverane lordis papyngo o 1530,
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and Lyndesay also in 1530, "In ballatts, farses, and in
plesand playis." From such brief passages one can only guess
at the theatrical tie. Hughes does not mention either source
though he credits, in a footnote, the N,E.D. as the basis or
beginning of his study.

The Scotch borrowed the term "farce" and used it with
some frequency to describe dramatic performances though the
term was not used as the French had used it., Anna Jean Mill
in Mediaeval Plays in Scotland suggested that "farce" referred
to the machine-play rather than to rough, homely comedy. Hughes
concluded that: ", ., . all this is not to insist that the
Scotch had a definite dramatic genre unknown in England of that
day, but to suggest that the Scotch were under a greater ob-
ligation to the French than the English were--for a term if not
a dramatic form."lo

Krutch states that: ", . . The first recorded use of
the word in English occurs a long generation before the birth
of Shakespeare."l'1 This is verified and pinpointed by Hughes
to a performance in 1629 at Blackfryers in London by a French
troupe. He adds that this was: ". . . the first use of the
word in England to describe a dramatic performance."12 It
would be hard to say if this was actually a farce but there
was nothing to prevent them from playing a farce. This 1629
record seems, however, to be unique because neither the word
nor the dramatic form stuck.

The term "farce" finally entered the theatrical voc-
abulary and took its place in dramatic nomenclature only after
the Restoration, roughly 1660 to 1700. Hughes tells us that

10Hughes, op. cit., p. 85.
11

12

Kthh, 0 (] cit. 1) po 92.

Hughes, loc. cit.
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in none of the English-Latin lexicons of the period before
1660 is farce defined in terms of the theatre.
Toward the end of the century farce in England was not
used in a strict or circumscribed sense but often applied to
plays of only three-acts. Nicoll claims:

There was a certain degenerating movement in
comedy which started about the year 1675, and

the tastes of the audience ever more and more drew
the dramatists to introduce weaker and frailer
types of humorous drama. The fashion sprang up
for three-act plays . . . generally not so witty
or so brilliant as the fuller five-act dramas of
the more regular authors; but the word farce was
applied to them so late in contradistinction to
the richer and more extended comedies of the time
Farce, then, came to mean a short humorous play.13

The term was used with great abandon to describe a
confusing array of things both during and after the Restoration.
Throughout that period it was used to label any piece of comic
stage action, preferably involving trickery or practical jokes.
It was also applied to the type of dramatic production which
we now call burlesque or travesty. Political pamphlets filled
with satire and written in the form of a play were called
farces. By the end of the period any kind of stage performance
which did not meet the approval of devotees or supporters of
literary drama was labeled farce. These disapproving or scorn-
ful attacks used farce as a term of reproach to hurl in the
face of the living playwright.l4
cribe the comic business of an actor, the "stuffing" of the
stage.

Farce was also used to des-

Classifications of comedy
The problem of defining and distinguishing the dramatic

genres has persisted since the Renaissance. Samuel Johnson's

13,

llardyce Nicoll, The Theatre and Dramatic Theor
(New York: Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1962), p. 88.
14

Matthews, op. cit., p. 120,
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overused observation that: ", . . comedy has been particularly
unpropitious to definers . . ."15 indicates that the greater
problem has been in defining comedy.

Since Aristotle, tragedy has born continuous examination
and scholarly discussion. His treatment of tragedy in the
Poetics remains the basis of modern dramatic theory and criti-
cism., Professor Taylor states that: "The literary world has
never recovered from Aristotle's failure to keep his promise to
discuss comedy."16 Whether he failed to keep the promise or
whether that portion of his treatise is lost, the absence of
his observation or definition has left us floundering with
divergent and inconsistent explanations.

The Aristotelian influence is present today in spite of
his brief observations made on comedy. Aristotle suggested a
didactic purpose for comedy as it showed man worse than him-
self. By seeing his faults displayed before him, man might
learn and correct his faults. From this point on, the theories
and definitions have varied. :

The problem is compounded in recent times by the fact
that: "Up to the close of the nineteenth century, almost all
. « o dramatic compositions were classified by their authors
in categories."17 After 1900 the majority of these works
were simply labeled "plays" or "dramas", a trend that has con-
tinued to the present.

15Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 125. It continues:
", . . for though perhaps they might properly have contented
themselves, with declaring it to be" such a dramatic represent-
ation of human life as may excite mirth, "they have embarrassed
their definition with the means by which the comic writers
attain their end, without considering that the wvarious methods
of exhilarating their audience, not being limited by nature,
cannot be comprised in precept."

16Joseph Richard Taylor, The Story of the Drama (Boston:
Expression Co., 1930), p. 25.

17

Nicoll, op, cit., p. 81.
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Hughes has argued that the labels of past plays have
been inconsistent and frequently inaccurate. While he re-
spects the principle, Hughes refutes the idea held by some and
best expressed by W. J. Lawrence in Musical Quarterly:

Theatrical nomenclature . . . must be taken at
its face value. 1t is not the function of the
musico-dramatic historian to throw classifications
of old on the Procrustean bed and maim them in
accordance with some hard-and-fact principle.
Nothing but confusion can ensue from such a
course. No matter how unscientific many of them
now appear, the labelings given by bygone authors
to their works must remain sacrosanct.

Taking exception to this, Hughes denies the fact that
bygone authors labeled their works with care using the follow-
ing arguments. Many plays bear one label on the title page
and another in the preface, prologue or dedication. A piece
was often labeled comedy on one playbill and farce on another.
In addition authors (and their press agents and producers)
often mislabeled plays to get them produced and to attract an
audience. A New York Times reviewer makes this practice clear
in 1916.

To this occasion/the best/ "Seven Chances" does
not pretend to rise. It is an unusually obvious
farce, described on the program, like nearly all
our farces, as a comedy. Just why our producers
shun the word "farce" is not apparent. They seem
to be ashamed of it. They will call a farce a
"flirtation in three acts" or a "mad melange in two
modes" or a "whimsicality" or even a farce-comedy,
but they will not call it a farce. Possibly they
regard the word as properly reserved for the ancient

19

18W. J. Lawrence, "Early Irish Ballad Opera and Comic
Opera", Musical Quarterly VIII (1922_, p. 397. Also quoted
in Hughes, see footnote 34.

19

Leo Hughes, A Century of English Farce (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1956), pp. 4-7.
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humors of falling down. But in thus deprecating
the word "farce" they succeed only in deprecating
the word "comedy."

Secondly, Hughes takes exception to the idea that the
labels had a fairly definite meaning to the author's contem-
poraries., He cites examples of French and English critics,
historians, and authors often applying different labels to
the same piece.

In addition to the inconsistency of labeling plays
which continues today, the question is often raised of the
value of labels and classifications. Here again we observe
some divergent opinions. OtHara and Bro feel that: "One could
easily spend too much time to too little profit considering the
classifications and varieties of dramatic forms."z1 "The
only value in the various definitions of comedy is that they
are themselves comic."22 Professor Nicoll indicates that the
terms and categories came into being both: ", ., . for general
purposes and for the specific purposes of critical st:udy."23
It appears to this writer that the value and necessity of the
definitions become more significant than ever in this scientific
age where greater precision is a constant demand. 1In the inter-
est of future scholarship it seems necessary that we avoid the
mistakes of the past and define the terms we currently use.

Unfortunately, there is no wholly-satisfactory classif-
ication of comedy today. Matthews observed this in 1890 when
he said: "There are no hard and fast lines between species and

2°Anonymous, "Second Thoughts on First Nights", New
York Times (August 13, 1916) Sect. 2, p. 7.

21Frank H. O'Hara and Margueritte H. Bro, Invitation
to the Theatre (New York: Harper, 1951), p. 58.

22
p. 503.

23

Edith Hamilton, "Comedy", Theatre Arts I1I (July, 1927),

Nicoll, op. cit., p. 87.
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genre, but insensible gradations from one to the other,
with scarcely a missing link anywhere."24 This may in part
explain the tendency to discuss all of comic drama under the
term "comedy." This general category often shelters examples
from either comedy or farce and is found in the writings of
many, including Gassner and Meredith. The latter's famous
essay pulls farce under the broad cape of comedy. 1In a recent
Harbrace Sourcebook called Comedy: Plays, Theory and Criticism
(1962), editor Felheim places The Misanthrope and The Import-
ance of Being Earnest, to name only two, under the heading of
eight comedies. 1In addition, the editor's brief introduction
to each play mingles the terms comedy, farce and satire; and
to cap the inconsistencies, he includes a significant criticism
of Earnest written by Otto Reinert in which the writer repeat-
edly calls the play a farce. One must assume in these instances
that the distinction is hardly worth making.

Shakespeare, the dramatist supreme, also appears to
defy the traditional categories. Perry, in his Masters of
Dramatic Comedy and Their Social Themes, excludes the Bard
saying: "His work, with its infinite variety and supreme
poetry, is, for all its relations to the tradition of comedy,

a thing apart."25 One might well suspect any definition or
classification that excludes or fails to encompass the world's
greatest dramatist. It was Shakespeare himself who gave us an
enjoyable satire on the numerous subdivisions of the drama when
he had Polonius, the lord chamberlain in Hamlet, say:

The best actors in the world, either for tragedy,
comedy, history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, historical-
pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-comical-
historical-pastoral, scene indivisible, or poem un-
limited; Seneca cannot be too heavy, nor Plautus

24Brander Matthews, Studies of the Stage (New York:
Harper and Bros., 1894), p. 212.

25Henry Ten Eyck Perry, Masters of Dramatic Comedy and
Their Social Themes (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University

Press, 1939), p. xv.
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too light. For the law of writ agd the
liberty, these are the only men.Z

The classifications of antiquity are fairly common
knowledge and raise no serious problem for us. Following the
two traditional categories of tragedy and comedy, we find the
ancient critics dividing comedy into Old Comedy (486-400 B.C.),
Middle Comedy (400-338 B.C.), and New Comedy beginning in
338 B.C. Only the dates vary among the numerous scholars dis-
cussing them. This is essentially a chronological classifi-
cation although there are differences in structure as well. We
can add to this another chronological type called Roman Comedy
with Plautus, which was quite similar to the New Comedy of
Greece. There appears to be little disagreement until more
recent dramatic types are identified and categorized.

Though there are at present many differing classifi-
cations of comedy with wide categories and divergent terminology,
two basic ideas emerge quite clearly. The first is that classi-
fications vary primarily because of different points of depar-
ture or views of the writers., The second idea is that the farce
or its equivalent appears in virtually all classifications of
comic types, regardless of the many other differences that
appear.

Let us examine briefly the different viewpoints taken
and their corresponding classifications. Dobree in 1924 found
it ", . . useful to distinguish three kinds of comedy or at
least three elements in comedy:" namely, "critical comedy",
"free" comedy, and "great comedy.!27 Critical comedy is clas-
sical and from this much of modern comedy is derived. It set

26Act I1, Scene 1I of Hamlet found in Neilson and Hill
(ed.) The Complete Plays and Poems of William Shakespeare
(New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1942), p. 1063,

27Bonamy Dobree, Restoration Comedy, 1660-1720 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1 » Pp. 9-16.
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out to correct manners by laughter and to "cure excess."
"Free" comedy produces no superiority nor moral feeling but
provides a release. Great comedy is perilously near tragedy
and deals with disillusion of mankind and his failure to realize
his most passionate desires. This is Dobree's point of departure
in the study of Restoration comedy primarily.

In Drama: The Major Genres, the authors call tragedy,
tragi-comedy and comedy the major genres and melodrama and
farce the minor genres. They draw the distinction in terms of

scope. The major genres move people the most deeply and are
more important while the minor genres: ". . . do not attempt
to say or do as much."28 One might essentially agree with their
classification if they think primarily in classical terms.
But if the rustic Megarian and Atellan farces actually preceded
the Golden Age of Greek drama and later examples of Roman
comedy are accurate, it would appear that the farce was provid-
ing its rustic entertainment in one form or another even with-
out a common name. As the earliest form of comic drama and
with its worthy objective of laughter, the farce should be
considered a major genre.

Taylor provides a list of the minute subdivisions of
comedy which dramatic critics have sought to establish:

« « « pure comedy, heroic-comedy, tragi-comedy,
comedy-of-masks, high comedy, comedy of manners,
comedy of humors, romantic comedy, farce-comedy,
judicial comedy, non-judicial comedy, comedies of
situation, romantic comedies, social comedies,
satiric comediei comedies of character, and
natural comedy. 9

Reflected in this conglomeration of types and near types is
both repetition and a variety of viewpoints. It merely con-
fuses the issue as Taylor indicates.

28Robert Hogan and Sven Eric Molin, Drama: The Major
Genres (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1964), pp. xi-xii.

29

Taylor, op. cit., p. 28.
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30 recognizes the types of comedy,

Professor Heffner
ranging from farce to the comedy of manners, but introduces his
own two broad categories of comedy which arise from differences
in the playwright's vision of his characters and action. These
characters are either normal or anormal as they deviate from the
norm. A slight deviation results only in laughter as we laugh
at ourselves. But a greater deviation results in ridicule as
we laugh at others., Heffner classifies Shakespeare in the
former and Ben Jonson in the latter categories.

Another classification lists the names of comedy in
"descending" order as "joy, divine comedy, humour, irony,
satire, sarcasm, wit, and scorn." 1 One might disagree with
his order but Feibleman has bravely prepared another point of
view,

These grossly divergent points of view represent more
or less significant attempts to bring the classifications of
comedy into some meaningful focus for discussion. Perhaps they
succeed or fail according to the use we can make of them and
the clarification they bring to this problem. The more tradi-
tional attempts at classification which follow reveal the role
of farce more clearly.

From The Law of the Drama (1894) Bruntiere defines the
types of drama (by considering the obstacle against which the

human will struggles) as tragedy, romantic or social drama,
comedy, and farce. Edith Hamilton affirmed this with: "“The
divisions in the drama are clear cut: there is comedy, which
is either comedy of wit or of humor, and there is farce, so-
called comedy of situation, which belongs in another category

and is comedy only by courtesy."32 Hewitt, too, accepts the

! 30Hubert Heffner, The Nature of Drama (Boston: The
Riverside Press, Cambridge, 1959), pp. 344-45.

31James Feibleman, In Praise of Comedy, A Study of its
Theory and Practice (New York: Russell and Russell 1§Z§5, p. 205,

32Hamilton, op. cit., p. 504.
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common divisions of comedy and farce elaborating only that
". . . these literary types are differentiated one from the
other almost entirely on the basis of the emotions they arouse
in an audience."33

A somewhat different classification is suggested by
Professor Rowe.34 It includes comedy, satire, and farce with
their subdivisions and composite forms such as romantic comedy,
high comedy, low comedy, and farce comedy. The farce is defined
as a genre apart from comedy by both Nicoll and the Oxford
Companion to the Theatre, though their classifications of
comedy differ slightly. Professor Nicoll divides comedy into
35 and the Oxford
Companion lists five divisions: character, humours, intrigue,
(or romantic), manners (or sentimental) and morals.

Koestler agrees with what was once a basic classification,
37

that of "humours", romance, and manners

the comedy of situations, of manners and of character. Sev-
eral more recent authors revive the age old distinction of high
and low comedy. The Dramatic Experience suggests satiric
comedy, high comedy, romantic comedy and low comedy or farce

as its comic divisions while director Sievers uses simply high

38

comedy or comedy of manners and low comedy or farce.

33Bernard Hewitt, Art and Craft of Play Production
(New York: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1940), p. 53.
34

Kenneth Thorpe Rowe, A Theatre in Your Head (New York:
Funk and Wagnalls Co., 1960), p. l4.

35
36

37Arthur Koestler, Insight and Outlook (New York:
MacMillan Co., 1949), p. 102,

Judah Bierman, James Hart and Stanley Johnson, The

Dramatic Experience (Englewood Cliffs, N, J.: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1 5335, P. 212,

39

W. David Sievers, Directing for the Theatre (2d ed.)
(Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. C. Brown Co., 1 5355, p. 25.

Nicoll. op. cit., pp. 218-19.
Hartnoll, op. cit., p. 144,
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From such a sampling of classifications of comedy one
may question any attempts to reach a general conclusion. How-
ever, there appears to be sufficient evidence and confirmation
to conclude that farce is considered a distinct entity in itself.
It has been called the comedy of situation or low comedy but
these are merely efforts to be more descriptive and definitive.
The farce is recognized by one term or another as one of the
dramatic genres or as Matthews puts it: "Farce itself is a
perfectly legitimate type."4° "Surely it deserves to be treated
with the respect paid to the other forms of the drama.“41

Some argue that the farce is less genre than tone or
method. Robert Stephenson recently observed that: "Farce is
a figure of theatre as metaphor is a figure of speech or anti-
thesis a figure of rhetoric."42 He may have been influenced by
an earlier view that the only difference between tragedy and
comedy which has survived throughout the ages:

o« o o 1s precisely this difference in tone which
did not exist originally. . . . Both forms deal
with the same problems and situations of human
life . . . the difference in tone is often so
faint in modern drama that the terms of tragedy
and comedy are of dubious value as descriptive
of a play.

He concludes that: ", . . one can only be sure that a play is
a play."43

"Tone" is a most difficult term to deal with in def-
inition as illustrated by another meaning.

The characters and themes of comedies are
similarly distinctive, but there is another
characteristic which, linked with plot, makes

4°Matthews, A Study of the Drama, p. 221.

41'Mat:t:hews, Studies of the Stage, p. 2ll.
42Robert C. Stephenson, "Farce as Method", Tulane
43

Donald Clive Stuart, The Development of Dramatic
Art (New York: Appleton, 1928), p. 10L. ~
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possible the immediate identifications of
a comedy. It is tone--what we feel to 22 the
attitude of the author to his audience.

The idea of tone seems to provide only another posture from
which we can view the comic. There might well be still other
vantage points which contribute to our problem. However,

our focus has centered basically on the question of the farce
as a dramatic genre. If our assumption that the farce is a
distinct dramatic type is correct, we must then conclude that
this will not exclude the mingling of dramatic genres, nor
should it. Few plays are completely pure in form. Farce can
contribute its form and substance to other dramatic genres.

More and more in modern drama one form steps
into the territory of another. Comedy has mingled
with farce and the mixture of the two has mingled
with melodrama until some of our popukar plays
may be termed farce-comedy-melodrama.4?

To this point we have observed that while "farce", as
a theatrical term has existed only since 1670, the comic theatre
of farce predates the term by hundreds of years, very likely to
the dawn of the Golden Age of Greek drama. The farce has never,
in all this time and particularly since 1670, been satisfact-
orily defined and misunderstanding continues to the present,
While the classifications of comic theatre vary as widely as
the writers and their points of view, the farce consistently
appears as a legitimate genre in itself.

Sources: comic theory
As a form of comic theatre, the farce goes to the same

source for its materials as any other comic form. The writer
of farce draws from the same theories of comedy as does the
writer of comedy. The device of inversion, to be discussed
later, may find two characters exchanging identities to
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Bierman et al, loc. cit,

O'Hara and Bro, loc. cit.
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confuse their antagonists. A comedy writer may employ this
device to expand character or introduce a new dimension of
character personality or effect a change in character relation-
ships through the comic medium. The same interchange may be
used by the farceur to complicate the situation, compound the
confusion and stimulate laughter. They employ a common source
for their own purpose and end. The playwright, of comedy or of
farce, must be aware of the theories of comedy and be able to
effectively use them where the occasion demands. For this
reason the brief survey of historical views of laughter and
comedy which follows may supplement our understanding of this
study.

Arthur Koestler's view of man and laughter seems pert-
inent and precise:

One of the synonyms of Home Sapiens is "the
laughing animal”™ . . . to be called "laughing animals"
appeals to us in a flattering and evocative way. It
seems to lift us to a superior level of luxury
creatures in the terrestial zoo precisely because
laughter strikes us as an activity detached from
any utilitarian purposes, unconnected with the
struggle for survival, a kind of biological
luxury. We talk of "relieving laughter", and
imply by it liberation from the stress and strife
of purposeful activity. On the level of biological
evolution where laughter arises, an element of
frivolity seems to creep into an essentially
humourless universe. . . . But if laughter is a
luxury, it is a compulsory one, for in its psych-
ological aspect it belongs to the automatic
reflex type of action. It is this sharply outlined
psychological feature which distinguishes the mani-
gestations of humor from other "luxury" ac&&vities
of the species such as art and philosophy.

Koestler seems to be implying, in this vivid passage,
that laughter is a way of looking at life which in turn makes
our existence more bearable. It appears to be the sole
property of man and no other animal.

46Koest1er, op. cit. p. 3.
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Nicoll™® tells us that comedy does not necessarily
depend upon laughter but that laughter is assuredly its most
common characteristic. Farce, the freer counterpart of comedy,
does depend primarily upon laughter and for this reason we
must explore its theories.

The term "comedy" as we use it here refers to its
broadest sense, encompassing the genre of farce, the comic
and the comedian, and the genre of comedy while also touching
on humor. Much of comedy is so closely intertwined that it
appears virtually impossible to disentangle, analyze and dis-
cuss its theories separately. In addition, the terms "comedy"
and "laughter" are frequently used interchangeably. For our
purpose here, we have no need to isolate and precisely identify
each theory, even if we could. Our concern is merely to sense
and observe the theories of comedy and laughter which the
writer of farce employs.

47

Theories of comedy and sources of laughter are many
and varied and we must agree with Hewitt48 that no one theory
seems completely satisfactory or all-inclusive. "No theory
of comedy yet developed, from Aristotle to Meredith or M.
Bergson seems to cover all the ground."49 Even the more
scientific approach of experimental studies has failed to
produce any constants.

One such study conducted by F. E. Langeso in 1926
timed the laughs of audiences in four performances of the
light opera, Iolanthe. One hundred and thirty-seven laughter

47Allardyce Nicoll, The Theory of Drama (New York:
Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 1931), p. .

4sﬁewitt:, op. cit., p. 60.
49Dobree, op. cit., p. 9.
5oGardner Murphy, T. M. Newcomb and Lois B. Murphy,

Experimental Social Psychology (New York: Harper and Bros.,
1 s p. 688.
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episodes occurred in each performance and the laughs came
in the same places and extended for the same duration of time.

In a similar study reported by Ruth Frank51 in 1936,
audience reaction in four performances of the social comedy
First Lady by Kaufman and Dayton revealed only two speeches
in the play to which reaction was identical at every performance.

Thomas Andrus, in a master's study done at Louisiana
State University in 1945,52 analyzed the laugh patterns of the
melodrama Fashion on successive performances. His conclusion
stated that successive audiences do not necessarily laugh at
the same thing, or with the same intensity or duration of
laughter. The contradictory results of these three studies
offer little help in understanding the nature and motivations
of laughter.

| Historian George Kernodle laments the existing books

on comedy which are full of: |

« « « old-fashioned nonsense or half-sense about

'mind dominating emotions', 'detachment', 'objective',
'to the man who thinks rather than feels', 'the
observer insulated from sympathy', 'spectator in

an unidentifying state of mind'. To the theorists,
comedy is simple--you just keep the audience_from
feeling anything and they are free to laugh.33

In The Dark Comedy, J. L. Styan54 states that the
recognized theories of comedy do not help us to understand the
characteristic drama of the twentieth century. He adds that
a sufficiently all-embracing explanation has come from no
theorist and that philosophical and psychological approaches

51Ruth Frank, "Out Front", Theatre Arts Monthly XX
(May, 1936), p. 380.

52Thomas 0. Andrus, "A Study of Laugh Patterns in the
Theatre", (unpublished M.A.thesis, Dep't.of Speech, Louisiana
State University, 1945). «

53George R. Kernodle, "Excruciatingly funny or, the 47
Keys of Comedy", Theatre Arts (December, 1946), p. 719.

54J. L. Styan, The Dark Comedy (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1962), p. 42.
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have both been wanting. Many other writers add merely that
there are countless ways of classifying or analyzing the
comic or humorous.
In a nuclear age such as ours, one scientific theory
can cancel out another but Playwright Ionesco feels that the
truths found in works of art complement one another. He says:

The great works of art and the great poets.seem

to find confirmation, completion and corroboration
in one another; Aeschylus is not cancelled out by
Calderon, or Shakesggare by Chekov, or Kleist by

a Hapanese No play.

With this in mind, we will proceed to state the theories
briefly and to include other authoritative agreement where
it exists,

Carolyn Wells in An Qutline of Humor (1923) simplifies
the problem by recognizing only two commandments or theories
upon which hang "all the law and the prophets of the world
of Humor." They are Aristotle and Plato, the chronological
beginning of much dramatic theory beyond comedy.

The Disappointment or Frustrated Expectation theory
of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) states that laughter arises from
‘the presentation of men as worse than they are in life. What

this meant is not certain but it could mean that comedy
represents the most foolish of men or men generally as more
foolish than they are or appear to be in real life.

Plato (427-347 B.C.) felt that the pleasure we derive
in laughing at the comic is an enjoyment of other people's
misfortune, due to the feeling of superiority or gratified
vanity that we ourselves are not in like plight. This has
been called the Derision or Discomfiture theory and was
expressed more clearly by Aristotle though it came nearer to
impinging on and coinciding with his own Disappointment theory.

55Eugene Ionesco, "Experience of the Theatre", The
Content and Craft of Drama, ed. Robert W. Corrigan and James
L. Rosenberg (San Francisco: Chandler Publishing Co., 1964),
P. 295. :
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The Derision theory is often called the Superiority or
Degradation theory and the idea is based on a rather indefinite
statement of Plato's 36 that pleasure of the ludicrous origin-
ates in the sight of someone else's misfortune.

Cicero (106-43 B.C.) subscribed to the Derision theory
and in DeQOratore, he describes the source of the ridiculous.
It originates in certain offensiveness and deformity: ". . .
for those sayings are laughed at solely or chiefly which point
out and designate something offensive in an inoffensive
manner."57 He goes on to describe the different kinds of the
ridiculous and how far ridicule may be carried. According
to Grant58 the "theory of the laughable" was developed more in
the writings of Cicero than any other Greek source.

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) declared for the Derision
theory and his "sudden glory" found in the Treatise on Human
Nature (1650) is delightfully expressive.

The passion of laughter is nothing else but
sudden glory arising from the sudden conception
of some eminenc¥ in ourselves by comparison with
the infirmity of others, or with our own formerly:
for men laugg at the follies of themselves past,

when they come suddenly to remembrance, exgspt that
they bring with them any present dishonor.

George Meredith (1828-1909) likewise accepted Derision but
modified its harshness.

56Plato, "Philebus", The Works of Plato, trans. B.
Jowett (New York: Dial Press, 1936), pp. 4/7-50.

57Cicero, Marcus Tullius, Cicero on Oratory and Orators,
trans. or ed. J. S. Watson (London: G. Bohn, 1%325, p. 280.

58Mary A. Grant, The Ancient Rhetorical Theories of the
Laughable (Greek Rhetoricians and Cicero) (Madison:

University of Wisconsin Studies in Language and Literature,
1924), No. 21, Ch. II.

59Thomas Hobbes, Works, ed. Sir William Molesworth
(Cambridge: The University Press, 1928), Vol. IV, p. 46.
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These two early theories may well be the basis for a
broad theory of comedy but there have been other significant
views expressed which bear our attention. Among these is the
idea of comedy as a corrective agent expressed in the &4th
century by Donatus. He believed that man learns what is of
use in life and what must be avoided by observing the habits
and customs of public and private affairs treated in a comedy.

Philip Sidney (1554-1586) declared that laughter almost
always came from things most disproportioned to ourselves and
nature., This has been called the Incongruity theory and it has
been supported by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), Arthur Schopenhauer
(1788-1860) and the English drama critic, William Hazlett (1778-
1830). 1Incongruity, or Contrast, as a basis of laughter is
probably one of the most widely accepted theories. The clearest
statement of it is by Schopenhauer who sees the cause of laughter
in every case as:

« « « Simply the sudden perception of the
incongruity between a concept and the real
objects which have been thought through

it in some relation and the laughter itself
is just the expression of the incongruity.60

Comedy served a high purpose to George Meredith who
believed that true comedy was the expression of a completely
rational view of life. It held up to the "thoughtful laugh-
ter" of the reader or spectator all that was out of proportion,
affected, pretentious, hypocritical, or pedantic in frail
humanity. It exposed self-deception, injustice, false humility
and conceit without bitterness. Meredith's An _Essay on Comedy
and the Uses of the Comic Spirit (1918) has become a classic
in the study of comedy as has Laughter (1911) written by the
French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941).

Bergson defines the comic purely in terms of adaptation.
We laugh at man's failure to adapt himself to shifting circum-

60Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Idea, trans.
R. G. Holdane and J. Kemp (London: Kegan Paul, Trench,
Trubner and Co. Ltd., 1891), I, 76.
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stances which allows no sympathy and fellow feeling. Both
Meredith and Bergson demand an intellectual attitude on the
part of the spectator of comedy and a total absence of emotion.
Often a lengthy series of circumstances will pile one upon the
other to create a "snowball effect.“61 Blistein illustrates
with a series of beatings going from father to son to servant
to errand boy and finally the errand boy kicks the dog.

Bergson also finds comedy in automation, the substi-
tution of the artificial for the natural or the mechanization
of the living. Laughter is consciously or unconsciously
corrective in nature and Bergeson's theory has been traced out
along three lines of repetition, inversion and "interference de
series."62 He sees in each a reduction of the living thing to
a machinelike inelasticity. This sounds much like the Super-
iority and Incongruity theories we have mentioned earlier.

Let us consider the subject of laughter by his discovery
of similarities between the technique of wit and the technique
of the dream. Sigmund Freud (1856-1934) believed that laughter
is the result of an unexpected release of psychic energy. One
laughs when he is prepared for one thing and then receives
another, This is sometimes referred to as the Liberation theory.
His "economy of psychic expenditure"63
of great energy with a small result and the release of inhibi-
tions, especially erotic ones, which help to explain laughter
at the indecent joke. Eric Bentley recognizes this latter
quality and capitalizes on the repressed wishes in his "safety

emphasizes the expenditure

61Henri Bergson, "Laughter", Comedy--Wylie Sypher (ed.)
(Garden City, N. J.: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1956), p. 113.

621154,

63Sigmund Freud, Wit and Its Relation to the Unconscious,
trans. A. A. Brill (New York: Moffat, Yard and Co., 1916),
p. 180.
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valve" theory of farce.64
The same basic idea is expressed by Bliss in a
similar theory that says the secret of laughter is in a
"return to nature." Man being only partially civilized:
", . . the human being, from childhood up, must curb, repress,
skulk, hide control" and "laughter is the result of suddenly
released repression, the physical sign of subconscious satis-
faction.“65

A Play Spirit or Play Instinct theory has been advanced
by Max Eastman (1883- ), American philosopher and psychol-
ogist. This even broader foundation to the comic is based on
what he calls the "play instinct" of children. A child laughs
at an unexpected accomplishment and also at unexpected disap-
pointment. The sense of humor is a primary instinct and this
instinct is to take a shock or disappointment playfully.66

This theory was suggested earlier by J. Y. T. Greig
and James Sully67 who felt that a child's laughter merely
arises from a feeling of well-being. The idea appears to be
somewhat allied to the Liberation theory of Freud.

Albert Rapp (1904- ), feels that: "Laughter is
born out of hatred and aggressiveness. It is basically and
categorically savage." 8 He further states that the first

64Eric Bentley, "The Psychology of Farce", Let's Get A

Divorce! and Other Plays (New York: Hill and Wang, Inc., 1958),
P. xiii-xiv, Bentley is concerned primarily with Freud's Civili-
zation and Its Discontents, trans. Jean Riviere (New York: J.
Cope and H. Smith, 1930).

65Silvia H. Bliss, "The Origin of Laughter", American
Journal of Psychology, XXVI (April, 1915), pp. 238-39.

66Max.Eastman,Lghe Sense of Humor (New York: Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1921),. p. 226.

67James Sully, An Essay on Laughter (New York:
Longmans, Green and Co., 1902), p. 1

68Albert Rapp, The Origin of Wit and Humor (New York:
E. P, Dutton and Co., Inc., 1951), p. 13.
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or earliest source of wit and humor was "thrashing laughter",
the roar of triumph in an ancient jungle duel, and that our
laughter of ridicule is a direct descendant of thrashing
laughter. Cartoonist Al Capp confirms this view in his own
philosophy that: "All comedy is based on man's delight in
w69 He adds that the Charlie Chaplin
films were extremely funny because all were based on this

man's inhumanity to man.

premise,

Elmer Blistein in Comedy in Action (1964) devotes two
chapters, in this small book, to the fact that cruelty and
comedy have much in common. To point that out is easy but to

explain why they have much in common is not so easy. Blistein
suggests that: ", . . we may be laughing in hysterical relief
that we are not the victim,"70 or we may laugh to see pomposity
deflated. He then offers: ". . . the theory that we laugh at
cruelty if the pain that results from it is limited: it may
hurt, but not maim; abuse but not kill."71 He concludes
with the thought that: "We laugh because we know, consciously
or unconsciously, that what we are watching is not real."72
It may be added that these theories may not hold in all
instances or examples but they represent considerable insight
into laughter. '

While these theories of comedy and the cause of
laughter may not cover completely the comic field or the

risible, they are at least useful in pointing up some of the

69Al Capp, "The Comedy of Charlie Chaplin",_ Atlantic
Monthly 185 (February, 1950), p. 25.

70Elmer M. Blistein, Comedy in Action (Durham, N.C.:
Duke University Press, 19645, p. 60.

"1pid., p. 62.

721p34., p. 64.
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apparent causes of laughter. Laughter may signify one thing
or another but must be most carefully prepared. "He who
organizes a whole evening of 'merriment' must indeed be an
organizer." says Bentley, for:

Nothing could be more fatal than to stake all
on making a good beginning and then let events
take their course . . . and it is something
every author of a farce must have in mind--

or better, in his bones.73

Playwright Sidney Kingsley in an interview before the
opening of Lunatics and Lovers made this observation: "I've
studied all the theories. The nature of laughter is one of
the most mysterious subjects in the world. So far as dramatic
rules are concerned, anything is right if it works."74 Or
as musical comedy writer Otto Harbach admits:

After twenty years of writing shows and re-
writing them at rehearsals, I still find
that the first-night audience upsets all
calculations. Laughs I counted on don't
materialize and laughs are "9§scovered"
where I hadn't expected any. v

It may well be true that the cause of laughter remains
half hidden, half revealed but always constant and universal
throughout recorded history. Showman-playwright George M.
Cohan wrote that we all laugh and cry at the same things and
the elemental ideas that "got a rise" out of our ancestors
will do the same for us. He uses the clown, through the ages,
to illustrate permanence of the same kind of humor.76 We

73

74Murray Schumach, "Explaining a New Type of Farce",
New York Times (Dec. 12, 1954), I1I, p. 5.

750tto Harbach, '"Making You Laugh is no Joke", Colliers
78 (October 9, 1926), p. 13.

76George M. Cohan and George J. Nathan, "The Mechanics
of Emotion", McClure's Magazine Vol. 42 (November, 1913),
p. 69.

Bentley, op. cit., p. 235.
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might then conclude that the generative and creative source,
the writer of farce, has used and will continue to use the
basic farce devices to provoke laughter.

Some critics would have us believe that laughter is
dying or as Taylor smilingly puts it: "We are headed straight
for a laughless age . . ." where the ". . . future man will
never laugh; at the most, he will smile."77

laughter is the expression of a coarse emotion, which, as

He quotes that

culture increases, is refined to the form of a smile. Play-
wright Abe Burrows has recently observed that: "There is
nothing to kid any more. This is the age of consensus, and

8 A later
statement from the same source declares: "A closer examination

all the humorists are censoring themselves."

of current comedy reveals neither a renaissance nor a reform-
ation but the beginnings of what could, unless it is reversed,
become the dark ages of American humor."

Al Capp has warned us against the gradual loss of our
fifth freedom saying: "Without it, the other four freedoms
aren't much fun because the fifth is the freedom to laugh at

each other."79

One cannot arbitrarily dismiss these views
but they may well be expressing a needless concern that is
voiced in every generation. The human need for laughter seems
to stand guard against this pessimistic posture.

In the theatre the many defenders of farce have expres-
sed this value from the theatrical point of view. Matthews
has called laughter: ", . . the great antiseptic . . .

quick to kill the germs of unwholesome sentimentality by which

77

78Anonymous, "American Humor: Hardly a Laughing

Matter", Time (March 4, 1966), pp. 46-7.

79A1 Capp, "It's Hideously True", Life Vol. 32
(March 31, 1952), p. 104.

Taylor, op. cit., p. 24



41

comedy is often attacked." He adds that laughter clears
the air which is a boon in itself and a gift to be thankful
for. Bentley calls a good laugh an emotional "work-out",
that our psychic violence or animal spirits can be worked off
in laughter.81

Professor Grotjahn of the American Board of Psychiatry
wrote that:

80

« « » laughter is taken as a sign of strength,
freedom, health, beauty, youth, and happiness.
. « . Everything done with laughter helps us
to be human. Laughter is a way of human
communication which is essentially and ex-
clusively human. . . . He who understands the
comic begins to understand humanity and the
struggle for freedom and happiness.82

It is from this elusive realm that the writer of farce draws
his technique. He has learned much from the past and the
present. From theory and experience he has observed the
laughable and the near-laughable. While most farce writers
are aware that their material is funny, the true genius

that creates the laughable escapes all but a few.

80Matthews, Studies of the Stagze, pp. 213-14.
81

Bentley, The Life of the Drama, p. 224.

82Martin Grotjahn, Beyond Laughter (New York: McGraw
-Hill BOOk C°o 9 Inc. 9 1957) 9 ppo iX, 2 .




CHAPTER III

"All farces congeal when they are transferred
from the stage to a cold description of them."

-Francisque Sarcey

THE ANATOMY OF FARCE

The quotation that heads this page was taken from a
review written by Sarcey, one of the perfectionist critics
of the French theatre. He was partially into his analysis
of La Dame de chez Maxim (1899), written by the master far-
ceur, Georges Feydeau, when he paused to make this observation.
The statement forewarns this writer that the excite-
ment and comic effect of farce theatre may be lost in an
objective and responsible analysis. Description can hardly
reproduce the vigor of this comic genre. 1In one sense the
wild spirit of farce and the aura of academic precision are
so dissimilar that the task seems impossible. But unlike
some philosophers and psychologists of laughter, whose writ-
ings are tearful and tedious, we will attempt through the body
of responsible theatre literature to describe and not destroy
the vigorous anatomy of farce.

How farce and comedy differ

The boundary line between the comic genre of farce and
comedy is not well defined. It may be compared to the relation-
ship of two people named Smith and Jones. Each man has his own
particular personality traits and yet they have many character-
istics in common. Despite these differences and similarities
they belong to two different and distinct families. To some
the distinction between farce and comedy is clear and obvious
but to the majority of observers the differences are more

complex and the distinction sometimes harder to make.
42
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There are those who, like Downer, believe that:
", . . the distinction may be more dependent upon subjective
reactions and the tastes of the times than upon absolute
criteria."l This position has much validity when we realize
that comic drama and the subjects of humor have changed in
form and idea with time.

The view of Professor Heffner supports his classifi-
cation of comedy which we have already mentioned. He sees
farce as not:

. « . a separate form but rather a species of
comedy allied to 'pure' comedy. It differs from
this type of comedy in that it has relatively
little emphasis on satire and hence lacks
comedy's significant commentary on man and

his social condition.?2

The last statement seems to be both true and false.
Before World War I American farce was generally devoid of
satire but by the time of World War II considerable satire
was being used in farce. The difference can best be seen in
the plays of Avery Hopwood (Gold Diggers, Seven Days, Fair
and Warmer, etc.) and those of George S. Kaufman (You Can't
Take It With You, The Man Who Came to Dinner, Once in a Life-
time, etc.). The Kaufman wit is well-known for its bold use
of satire but Hopwood specialized in wildly complicated
situations and had little or no concern for satire. Hopwood's
plays were often risque and salacious, or as a reviewer once
said: ", . . perceptibly improper but flagrantly entertain-
ing." Farce uses the tool of satire very readily when the
writer is imaginative enough to employ it. Rowe acknowledges

1Alan S. Downer, The Art of the Play (New York:

Henry Holt Co., 1955), p. 308.

2Hubert C. Heffner, Samuel Selden and Hunton D.
Sellman, Modern Theatre Practice (New York: F. S. Crofts
and Co., 1 s Pe
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that farce moves easily over into satire:

It is inevitable for the purpose of farce that
the object of ridicule, the butt of the situation,
will often represent undesirable human traits.
« « « It is a matter of purpose.

Satire, like farce, deals in types rather
than individual characterization, in farce for
the freedom of creation of situation, in satire
because it is the folly rathgr than the individual
that is held up to ridicule.

The distinction between farce and comedy is said by
some to be merely in emphasis. Comedy places maximum stress on
character where farce puts it on incident and compounding
situations. As a result the characters are better developed
in comedy and the situations in farce.

Part of the confusion is apparent when we find the labels
switched so frequently. 1In one discussion The Importance of
Being Earnest may be classified as high comedy and in another
farce. Goldsmith called She Stoops to Conquer comedy but some
of his critics said that it was farce. Millett and Bentley
maintain that the Goldsmith play is so close to this line that
it is sometimes labeled comedy, or even farce-comedy, but its
predominance of farce made it farce.4 Matthews placed it
closer to farce than comedy, feeling that much of it was fun
for its own sake.

All of this brings us to the realization that there is
considerable mixing of elements across the boundary between
farce and comedy. Each can contain strong elements of the
other, just as tragedy can have some comic or farcical elements
intermixed. The types are seldom pure.

The best evidence to support this is the oft-repeated
criticism that a comedy has degenerated into farce. Though

.3Rowe, op. cit., p. 137.
4Millett and Bentley, op. cit., pp. 120-21.
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mixing occurs, one can raise a serious question about the
desirability of doing it. Tate's brief estimate of Terence
and Plautus can answer in part:

I esteem them both admirable in their own way;
that one chose to write pure Comedy in the
strictest Notion, and the other liberty of
extending Comedy sometimes into Farce; and
each got his Point, Terence--of being exact,
and Plautus--pleasant.

To those who demand precision in play writing and strict
adherence to a play type such mixture of elements would
"degenerate" and minimize its quality. It seems strange that
we never hear of a melodrama or a farce "degenerating" into
comedy or '"generating" for that matter, which might be more
accurate. It also seems doubtful that the writer would be

as concerned about the limitations of his play form as he
would be with the idea or situation.

The detractors or less critical observers usually
observe that farce is inferior to comedy. Millett and Bentley
feel that farce is a less significant dramatic form than
comedy because it has a more trivial and temporary appeal than
comedy. They see the greatest difference in method where farce
is irresponsible and grossly exaggerated, while comedy is
keenly observant.

In a universal view, Lea offers this simple and forth-
right comparison:

. . farce is comedy reduced to commercialism.
The best farce is what gives the maximum of
amusement for the minimum of intellectual
effort. The few go to the theatre to consider,

5Nahum Tate, "Preface:, A Duke and No Duke (London:
Printed for Henry Bonwicke, 1693), p. 15. There is no
pagination in this work but the pages have been numbered
from 1-16 for accuracy.

6Millett and Bentley, op, cit., pp. 116-17.
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to cry,_to conjecture; and the many go to be
amused,

This attitude reappears in the opinion of Thompson who calls
farce the ordinary condition of comedy. He sees farce as the
mediocre work of mediocre playwrights and actors before an
audience that easily appreciates.

The blame is sometimes attached to society more than
to the playwright. A dissertation on American comedy stated:

If the society of the day had developed a
strict code of manners, the comic writer

was able to write a comedy of manners, or

High Comedy, but if the society was chaotic

and confused, with no established code or class
system, the comedy writer tended toward farce,
romantic and domestic comedy for his dramatic
material.8

This cause-to-effect assertion appears on the surface to apply
readily today.

In spite of the dispute and discussion of where the
line is drawn between farce and comedy, several distinctions
are rather commonly accepted. One such distinction maintains
that comedy characters and situations are probable while in
farce one or the other or both may be preposterously unbeliev-
able. In this view, reality seems to be the test. What the
character does and how real the personality of the character
is, determine whether the play is comedy or farce. Comedy
concerns itself with real people doing real things and both
the situations and characters are honest while the play moves
to a logical and honest conclusion.

7K. M. Lea, Italian Popular Comedy (New York: Russell
and Russell Inc., 1962), p. 185.

8Delwin Bennett Dusenbury, "A Study of Comedy in the
American Theatre Represented in the Productions of Native
Comedy in New York City from 1900 to 1920", (unpublished
Ph., D. dissertation, Dept. of Speech, University of Minnesota,
1947), pp. 31-2.
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Crafton and Royer advanced a rule-of-thumb definition
of farce that has endured for almost forty years. They said
that farce: ". . . may have probable people doing improbable
things or improbable people doing probable things; but some-
where in the play there is improbability and exaggeration."9
By exceeding the limits of reality, a comedy can move into
farce as the distinction rests with reality. This theory has
been widely supported from the Restoration to the present.

Dryden's preface to An Evening's Love (1668) reflects
both his scorn for farce and the distinction of reality:

Comedy consists, though of low persons, yet of
natural actions and characters; I mean such
humours, adventures, and designs as are to be
found and met with in the world. Farce, on the
other side, consists of forced humours, and un-
natural events. Comedy presents us with the
imperfections of human nature; Farce ente{&ains
us with what is monstrous and chimerical.

Though Dryden contributed to the list of partially farcical
plays he seems to have little use for the exaggerations of
farce.

Tate's preface makes the same declaration that:
"Comedy may admit of Humour, which is a great Province of
Farce; but then it might be such Humour as comes within compass
of Nature and Probability: For where it exceeds these Bounds it
becomes Farce."11 This view remains strongly supported in the
20th century though it leaves unanswered questions in its wake.

9Allen Crafton and Jessica Royer, The Process of Pla
Production (New York: F. S. Crofts and Co., 1928), p. 256.
10

John Dryden, ég Evening's Love or The Mock-Astrologer
(In the Savoy. Printed by T. N. for Henry Herringman, and

are to be sold at the Anchor in the Lower Walk of the New
Exchange, 1671), p. 2. There is no pagination in the preface

cited here but the pages have been numbered from 1-10 for
accuracy.

11'rate, op. cit., p. l4.
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If comedy abstains from crude and boisterous jesting
and is marked by some subtlety of dialogue and plot as some
have said, the distinction then moves to the degfee or type
of exaggeration employed by the playwright. This becomes the
evasive term around which the distinction between farce and
comedy must be based. We know from history, and quite recent
history, that the improbable or exaggerated idea of one age can
become commonplace reality in a later period. The space stories
of Hugo Gernsback, Jules Verne and H. G. Wells and the comic
strip adventures of Nowlan and Calkin's "Buck Rogers 2429 A.D.",
started in 1929, and Alex Raymond's "Flash Gordon" have become
a reality in the NASA space ventures of the sixties. The
improbable happens almost daily.

An endless list of similar examples could be drawn if
space permitted. But let it suffice to say that each time a
record of one type or another is broken and a new record set
the line between the probable and the improbable moves. Each
time an incident or the sequence of a series of incidents or
events occurs the distinction between real incidents and impos-
sible incidents shifts. 1In the end we have to conclude that
the distinction between farce and comedy based on exaggeration
will forever be changing. The province of comedy will be
constantly enlarging and the ingenuity of the farce writer will
be taxed more heavily. There appears to be no fixed point
along the way at which the line might safely and finally be
drawn. Or as Tate said of farce: ". . . there are no Rules
to be prescribed for that sort of Wit, no Pattern to Copy,
'tis altogether the Creature of Imagination."12

Another difference appears to be in the people or the
characters of farce and of comedy. The distinction of probable
and improbable people has been mentioned and again we must
raise the question: what is an improbable person? It appears

121p34., p. 16.
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that each individual is limited by his own experience. To
a young child, at least one and possibly more of his parents'
friends and acquaintances would be an improbable person. No-
where in his limited years of experience, either through books,
television, movies, plays or reality, has he observed such a
character. To the child he appears ludicrous and improbable
but to the parent he is one of a distinct group that may be
different but quite probable. The distinction between probable
and improbable people will change as we meet and observe more
people or as our years of observing people extends itself.
We can only conclude then that "probable people doing improbable
things or improbable people doing probable things" remains a
convenient simplification to describe farce. But because of
the changing nature of probability this generalization is not
precise enough to become a useful definition.

"The progress . « . from farce toward comedy is marked
by the degree of reality which the author has succeeded in giv-
ing to his characters."13 McIntyre's continuum also lacks
precision though the idea is useful. Another view states that
comedy represents a way of looking at life while farce is
not "concerned with truth of life or a view of life."14
we are to accept this distinction, we must tie it to the
"degree of reality" approach for while the farce may not be

If

following the most real and natural development of events it

is still a way of looking at life. The look may be brief and
somewhat "cockeyed" but this does not make it unreal. The look
does not penetrate beneath the surface to examine the ramifi-
cations and motives involved. The look of farce is usually
superficial.

13Clara F. McIntyre, "The Word 'University' as applied
to Drama", Publication of the Modern Language Association.
(September, 1929), p. 928.

14

Rowe, loc. cit.



50
Hewitt makes the distinetion in minor human cal-
amities:

In comedy, these calamities arise mainly from

the folly, stupidity or vice of human beings;

in farce, they arise mainly from the ingenuity
of the playwright. Consequently, we find the

characters of farce further removed from real

life than the characters of comedy.l>

The outward intrusion of the playwright is also observed in
Albright's definition which states that farce: ". . . stresses
external incident and unusual situation at the expense of
carefully drawn character."16 The characters of farce tend
to lack subtlety and believability as real people. They
become instead broad types of character that usually depart
from rational human behavior. More frequently they are not
full-blown personalities that an audience can identify with
readily. Where a character has been fully drawn, such as
Sheridan Whiteside in The Man Who Came to Dinner, the play-
wright has drawn a caricature, in this case an exaggerated
likeness to Alexander Wollcott. But the farce character is
either an overdrawn caricature or a hastily drawn character--

not so normal as you or I.

Brander Matthew's distinction may have been the best.
In farce the incidents or situations control the characters
whereas in comedy the characters control the incidents.l7
This practical and workable distinction has withstood the test
of time. We find it mentioned frequently. Clayton Hamilton
took a similar view in which he stressed the farce production
as much as the play structure. He said: "A comedy is a

humorous play in which the actors dominate the action; a farce

15

16H D. Albright, Working Up a Part (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1947), p. 135.

17

Hewitt, op. cit., p. 63.

Matthews, A Study of the Drama, p. 121.
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« « + the action dominates the actors."
the distinction rests with characters that manipulate for

18 In either case

themselves or those that are manipulated by the situations
or incidents in which they find themselves.

A third major difference between farce and comedy
appears in the effect each genre has on an audience. Classical
definition tells us little, if anything, about farce but it
credits comedy with a didactic purpose. Comedy holds the
faults and foibles of man before him in order for him to
learn his folly and correct his ways. Many distinctions are
made in the belief that comedy is more thoughtful than farce
and that farce has nothing that makes inward appeal. Nicoll
feels that it is: ". . . some inner quality--the stressing
of the spiritual as opposed to the merely physical--that makes
« « . comedy out of farce."19 The two then differ in terms of
intellectual comparisons and appeals. Farce is frank to admit
this, allowing also that it makes no attempt at such inner
appeal in the first place.

In his preface, John Dryden declared that comedy
worked on judgment and fancy while farce worked on fancy alone.
His scornful attack held that comedy:

. + . causes laughter in those who can judge of
men and manners, by the lively representation_of
their folly or corruption; the other / farce /pro-
duces the same effect in those who can judgg of
neither, and that only by its extravagance. 0

This distinction suggests a point at which the two
genres can be separated. If farce should attempt to explore

180. Hamilton, "Melodramas and farces", Forum 41
(January, 1909), p. 25.

19

Nicoll, The Theory of Drama, p. 89.
2 _

0Dryden, loc. cit.
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the reasoning and deeper motivations of its characters, as
does comedy, the audience would be drawn more closely into
sympathy or feel a stronger empathy with character. Such
involvement would not permit us to laugh at the character as
freely as we do in farce. We need to be kept at the surface
of character if we are to laugh at him frequently. We need
this detachment if we are to feel happily superior. Thompson
agrees that farce does not depend for effect on illusion but
that comedy does. The law of comedy is realism but in farce
the spectator is under no illusion. This detachment is crucial
to the movement or rhythm of farce. Krutch observes that:
". « . in high comedy we usually are laughing at ourselves;
in farce, at somebody else."21 In his view we laugh sympath-
etically at our own mistakes whic¢h is the intent of comedy.
Swan expressed it well when he said: "Comedy produces pleasant
and sympathetic mirth: farce evokes the boisterous guffaw."22

"Since farce is merely a more obvious way of inducing
laughter than comedy it is only a grosser or broader variant
of the comic spirit."23 Though Gassner's statement is true,
the clearest expression of this distinction comes from Highet:

Comecy always wishes to evoke laughter, or at

least a smile of pure enjoyment., Farce does not

care what it does provided that everybody collapses
into unreasoning merriment. Most of us ignore this
side of art; some of us even ignore this side of life;
but the fact remains. The ridiculous is built into
human existence. Many of our essential activities,
some of our deepest emotions and severa% aspects of
our physical appearance, are ludicrous. 4

21
22

23John Gassner, Producing the Play (New York: Dryden
Press, 1941), p. 50. -

24Gilbert Highet, The Anatomy of Satire (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 19 s PP. l54-55.

Krutch, op. cit., p. 92.
Taylor, op. cit., p. 538.
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We might conclude this discussion with Nicoll's
view that farce as distinguished from comedy seeks no
literary graces and frankly exploits the realm of the
impossible. It does this because it is first and foremost
'theatre' and because there is no other way to provoke con-
tinuous laughter. To expect more from farce is to ignore the
principles of this art and impose on it a preconceived bias.
To measure it by the yardstick of "thoughtful" drama is as
meaningless as to ask comedy to meet the criteria of tragedy.

The hybrid: farce-comedy

Some critics have observed that we rarely find pure
farce in the modern theatre. They have said that this is true
of comedy as well. We frequently read that tragedy in the
classical sense is impossible today. If pure forms of the
drama do not exist today we might question again the value
of classification and the precise definition of genre. Never-
theless, we must define the terms we use as accurately as
possible in order to carry on meaningful discussion. The fact
that we may define a farce as one thing does not nor should
not imply that the playwright starts from that definition to
write his play. The creative process usually begins from a
different point and we then observe the finished product and
identify it. We would hardly expect to find the pure form
except in rare instances.

The mixing of genres has occurred and will continue
to occur in the theatre. The degree to which this is desirable
or undesirable will probably be argued endlessly. The purists
will continue to object to the mingling of farce with comedy
and the liberals will continue to ask for good drama by what-
ever mixture the playwright may choose. But there is a group
always present that must classify the whole of drama and it
is from this view that we get the hybrid called "farce-comedy."
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Taylor claims that: "To solve the difficulty of
clearly distinguishing farce from comedy certain critics
have evolved a third species, a hybrid classification,--
:farce-comedy."25 The attitudes toward this classification
are as varied as the ways in which it is described and
defined. Professor Rowe accepts it when he agrees that:

". . . farce readily merges with other more complex and, in
a sense, higher forms of drama."26 And this appears to be
the prevalent attitude today.

In 1929 Carpenter declared that the tendency to label
plays "farce-comedy" was a poor one and that the two genre
would mix no more than evening clothes and chewing gum.
"Farce extracts from us one attitude; comedy another. When
a play attempts to exact both, we are confused and annoyed."
This attitude reinforces an earlier observation by Brander
Matthews in 1890:

The bastard hybrid called “"farce-comedy", prevalent
of late in our theatres--a queer medley of various
kinds of entertainment, musical, saltatorial, pan-
tomimic, and even acrobatic--may be ofteg clever
but it is rarely either farce or comedy.<8

Writing at about the same time, W. T. Price described
this hybrid as an American product that emerged around 1870.
He felt that it was significant that farce-comedy had no
honest name. It consisted of a conglomeration:

. « « Of acted anecdotes, odd sayings, burlesqueries
and grotesqueries, gathered from all quarters. Those
that succeed best have a faint outline of a story.
They harbor immature young women in short skirts,

27

25

26Rowe, op. cit., p. 138.

27Bruce Carpenter, The Way of the Drama (New York:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1929), p. 116.

28

Taylor, op. cit., p. 31.

Matthews, Studies of the Stage, p. 213.
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abound in song and dance, and could not exist
without the special doings of quaint actors.
The concoctions of Charles Hoyt have bits of
genuine humor; and the class, trivial as it is,
opposed to orderly art as it is, must be
accepted as indicative of American genius.29

In his study of American comedy from 1900 té 1920,
Dusenbury observed that the line between farce and comedy was
almost negligible throughout the period. He reasoned that
both forms gave emphasis to theatricality in acting, and in
staging, and that the farces contained as much commentary on
the questions of the day as the serious plays.30

Interestingly enough the confusion of labels for these
plays continued for some time and produced such terms as '"farce-
comedy", "melo-farce", "mystery farce". 1In fact, from the
period between 1913 and 1950 approximately one in four farces
were called "farce-comedy". The term had become well estab-
lished in the American theatre.

At least part of the basis for Dusenbury's observation
seems to be faulty. His distinction between farce and comedy
appears to exclude farce from any social commentary and allow
comedy the exclusive rights to that function. This seems to be
an oversimplified and an inaccurate comparison to make. We
shall explore somewhat later the role of satire in farce but
let it suffice here to say that farce is capable of satire,
usually a very broad and obvious satire. It will not employ
the subtle and more pointed satire that is the weapon of comedy.
Instead the point may be so blatant and inflated, like a large
bladder filled with air, that as the farce pounds away we are

struck first with mirth and secondly with its social comment

29w. T. Price, The Technique of the Drama (New York:
Brentano's, 1892), p. 197/.

30

Dusenbury, op. cit., p. 75.
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which is obvious. The pretensions of the nouveau riche
social clmber in Moliere's The Would Be Gentleman, the broad
mockery of British class society in Wilde's The Importance of
Being Earnmest and the obvious exposure of manufactured
entertainment in the Spewacks' Boy Meets Girl are all examples
of farces that primarily provoke laughter but also make their

comment on society. To call a play, "farce-comedy" because it
is farce with a social observation is to misunderstand the
nature of farce., All drama makes its comment on life and
mankind., The melodrama strums our emotions with thrills and
expectations but it also paints a clear silhouette of good
and evil in life. The farce must make us laugh while pointing
a fat finger at our folly.

The definitions of "farce-comedy" agree to the mixing
of farce and comedy but differ frequently with the blend.
Some of these definitions are practically meaningless. One
such comes from A Dictionary of American English and reads:

"A li§ht comedy approaching farce in improbability, absurdity,
1

etc.," And another states: "An entertainment mixing the

exaggeration of farce with the realism of comedy."32 Both
lack precision to the degree that their intent is ambiguous.
John Dietrich's widely used play direction text defines
farce-comedy as: ". . . a low comedy style of writing or play-
ing in which ludicrous situations and exaggerated characters
provoke boisterous laughter."33 The virtue of this statement

is the awareness that farce is both "writing" and "playing".

31William A. Craigie and James R. Hulbert (ed), A
Dictionary of American English (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1965), Vol. II, p. 933.

3ZWa1ter Parker Bowman and Robert Hamilton Ball,
Theatre Language (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1961), p. 131.

33John E. Dietrich, Play Direction (New York: Prentice-
Hall, 1953), p. 459.
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The doing of farce or the playing of the farce play is the
fundamental requirement to which we will focus our attention
in the next section of this chapter. The weakness in Dietrich's
definition appears to be its similarity to pure farce. Ludi-
crous situation and exaggerated characters provoking boisterous
laughter is a fair definition of farce, if not of “farce-comedy".

O'Hara and Bro become more specific when they identify
farce-comedy as: ", . . a modern mingling of comedy characters
in farce oituations."34 This blend of one part comedy to one
part farce makes a strong argument for the hybrid term. This:
view disagrees with Dietrich's in terms of character. It
calls for real and probable people of comedy instead of the
exaggerated and improbable characters of farce. Professor Rowe
affirms and elaborates this definition of farce-comedy:

This is a play which plot-wise consists of farcical
or ludicrous situations but founded on character-
ization and truth to life, and which in consequence,
may engage the eggtions to some degree as well as
arouse laughter. :

Most modern writers admit that farce and comedy are
often mixed but many refuse or are unable to classify the
mixture as "farce-comedy". If the descriptions of O'Hara,

Bro and Rowe are accurate, we can readily see that "farce-
comedy" takes the strengths or primary elements of each genre,
the situations of farce and the characters of comedy, and
unites them in one play. By using the best of each genre the
result should be an improved product. But this genetic theory
may break down in this instance where the blend may actually
destroy the individual strength of each genre. From the
standpoint of comedy, we would think less and laugh more at
"farce-comedy", From the view of farce, we would think more
and laugh less. The term "farce-comedy" seems to be needless

34
35

O'Hara and Bro, op, cit., p. 194.
Rowe, op. cit., p. 137.
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and pointless. In the end we might agree with George Jean
Nathan's somewhat facetious but astute observation that a
farce-comedy was so named by its author when he realized
that it wasn't quite funny enough to be called a farce but
was too ridiculous to be classed as a comedy.

Production: the basic requirement for farce

If we have clarified the distinction between farce and
comedy and successfully disallowed the hybrid term, "farce-
comedy", one condition remains to be discussed before observ-
ing the primary elements. That condition may well be con-
sidered the basic requirement of farce: the doing or the play-
ing. The farce production is its most significant and crucial
necessity. Farce can only be experienced in performance.

In his brief but effective chapter on farce, Hatlen
says: "The distinctive essence of farce can be realized only
in performance by accomplished comedians before a live audience."36
The fulfillment of farce can only be realized on stage where
the actor and the director make their contribution to the
playwright's script. Each has a significant role to play:
the actor with his tricks and sense of timing; the director whose
interpretation and deft hand gives it movementi and the play-
wright whose imaginative situations and complications give it
form and substance. We cannot underestimate the contribution
made to farce by talented directors and skilled actors.

The playwright of farce writes for the stage. He is
frank to admit that his play contributes little to literature
because his medium is exclusively the stage. He uses his most
expedient and effective form of expression--the theatre. He
would rather have us see his play than read it. Nardin has
said: ", , . it is only in the theatre that th