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THE EVOLUTION OF ENGLISH COMEDY

1. Introduction to English Comedy

Comedy in English literature is far more than a mechanism for generating laughter; it is a
profound socio-cultural mirror, a critical framework for moral evaluation, and an evolving
artistic tradition spanning over half a millennium. Rooted deeply in classical Aristotelian and
Terentian definitions, English comedy fundamentally traces the journey from confusion to
order, from social disharmony to reconciliation. While tragedy charts the fall of exceptional
individuals from high stature into ruin, comedy illuminates the flaws, eccentricities, and
resilience of regular humanity, typically concluding with celebration, restitution, or marriage.

Through its long development, English comedy has balanced two distinct imperatives: the
punitive (or corrective) and the ludic (or celebratory). The former, championed by
dramatists like Ben Jonson, utilizes wit and satire to expose human vices and follies, offering
a corrective lens to society. The latter, epitomized by William Shakespeare, embraces human
vulnerability with warmth, generating sympathy rather than scorn. This dichotomy has allowed
English comedy to transform continuously across literary eras, shifting fluidly from bawdy
medieval farces to sophisticated drawing-room satires.

The word comedy seems to be connected by derivation with the Greek verb meaning “to
revel,” (Hoy, 2026). Comedy is a play (or other literary composition) written chiefly to amuse
its audience. A comedy will normally be closer to the representation of everyday life than a
*TRAGEDY, and will explore common human failings rather than tragedy's disastrous crimes.
Its ending will usually be happy for the leading characters. The term was applied in the Middle
Ages to narrative poems that end happily: the title of Dante's Divine Comedy (c.1320). As a
dramatic form, comedy in Europe dates back to the Greek playwright Aristophanes in the 5th
century BCE. At the end of the next century, Menander established the fictional form known
as *NEW COMEDY, in which young lovers went through misadventures among other
*STOCK CHARACTERS; this tradition was later developed in the Roman comedy of Plautus
and Terence, and eventually by Shakespeare in England. The comic artist’s purpose is to hold

a mirror up to society to reflect its follies and vices, in the hope that they will, as a result, be
mended. (Hoy, 2026).




2. Key Typologies of English Comedy

There are several kinds of comedy, including the *ROMANTIC COMEDY, *SATIRE,
*COMEDY OF MANNERS, and *COMEDY OF IDEAS. Among its less sophisticated forms
are * BURLESQUE and * FARCE. (Baldick, 2001)

Romantic Comedy: was developed by Elizabethan dramatists on the model of contemporary
prose romances such as Thomas Lodge’s Rosalynde (1590), the source of Shakespeare’s As
You Like It (1599). Such comedy represents a love affair that involves a beautiful heroine
(sometimes disguised as a man); the course of this love does not run smooth, yet overcomes
all difficulties to end in a happy union. (ABRAMS& HARPHAM, 2012). Several of these
comedies end either at a festival or a feast or a gathering where everyone becomes joys.

Satiric Comedy

Driven by a corrective moral purpose, satiric comedy exposes corruption, hypocrisy, and
social pretense. Ben Jonson formalized a subset of this called the "Comedy of Humours,"
where characters are governed by a psychological obsession or physiological imbalance (the
four bodily fluids: blood, phlegm, yellow bile, black bile), making them caricatures of specific
human vices.

Comedy of Manners (Restoration Comedy)

Focusing on the behavior, etiquette, and sophisticated vices of the aristocratic upper classes,
this form relies heavily on verbal brilliance, sharp wit, repartee, and the stylized game of sexual
intrigue. It contrasts the sophisticated elite against the naive or country-bred simpleton.

Farce

Characterized by highly exaggerated situations, physical slapstick, improbable plots, mistaken
identities, and fast-paced verbal nonsense. Farce strips away intellectual pretense in favor of
visceral, situational absurdity.

Sentimental Comedy

Developing as a reaction against the perceived immorality of Restoration theatre, this
18thcentury form emphasizes middle-class morality, emotional tears over laughter, and the
rewarding of virtuous characters overcoming artificial trials.

Tragicomedy & The Dark Comedy

A sophisticated blend that defies classical boundaries, tragicomedy contains serious,
potentially catastrophic themes that are ultimately averted by a comic resolution. In the modern
era, this evolved into Dark Comedy (or Black Humor), which treats tragic, morbid, or
existential anxieties with a bleak, ironic amusement.




3. Historical Chronology & Development
The Medieval Period: The Seeds of Vernacular Humor

Before the arrival of formalized secular playwriting, English comedy grew within religious
drama. The Mystery and Miracle plays of the 14th and 15th centuries—performed on pageant
wagons by trade unions—frequently infused biblical narratives with domestic farce. A notable
example is the anonymous Second Shepherds' Play (Wakefield Cycle), which masterfully
juxtaposes the sacred birth of Christ with a profane, hilarious subplot involving a sheep thief
named Mak who hides his stolen bounty in a cradle, passing it off as a newborn infant. This
synthesis of the holy and the mundane established the English appetite for blending high
seriousness with low-brow clowning.

The Elizabethan & Jacobean Eras (1558-1625): The Golden Age

The Renaissance catalyzed a monumental explosion in dramatic theory and practice. Drawing
inspiration from Roman playwrights Plautus and Terence, English writers rapidly surpassed
their models. This era witnessed the splitting of the comic path into Shakespeare's Romantic
Comedies and Jonson's satirical Comedies of Humours. The theater moved indoors and
outdoors, capturing audiences from royalty to the uneducated groundlings. Language became
infinitely elastic, shifting effortlessly from high blank verse to prose puns. The emphasis
transitioned toward complex psychological interiority, festive subversion of gender norms
through cross-dressing, and sophisticated meta-theatricality.

"The world is a stage, and all the men and women merely players, they have their exits and
their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts..."

— William Shakespeare, As You Like It

The Restoration Era (1660—1700): Wit, Wealth, and Wickedness

Following the Puritan closure of the theaters in 1642, the restoration of Charles Il to the throne
in 1660 exploded a radical cultural shift. Heavily influenced by French courtly theater,
Restoration Comedy —or the Comedy of Manners—was born. For the first time in English
history, women were legally permitted to perform on stage, revolutionizing the dynamics of
romantic mockery. The plays reflected an aristocratic, cynical world obsessed with reputation,
financial fortune, and sexual conquest. The hero was no longer the virtuous lover, but the
cynical, witty libertine (the rake), who successfully navigated the hypocritical maze of high
society while exploiting the foolish.




The 18th & 19th Centuries: From Sentimentality to Aesthetic Wit

As the merchant middle class gained economic dominance in the 1700s, the aristocratic
extravagance of Restoration comedy fell out of favor, replaced by the moralistic, tearful strains
of Sentimental Comedy. However, by the late 18th century, Oliver Goldsmith and Richard
Brinsley Sheridan staged a brilliant counter-revolution, reviving the sharp wit of earlier
generations without its explicit vulgarity, a movement termed "Laughing Comedy." The
Victorian era initially favored melodrama and broad music-hall farce. However, the late 19
century witnessed a magnificent intellectual revival through Oscar Wilde and George Bernard
Shaw. Wilde perfected the comedy of absolute aesthetic surface and concise wit, while Shaw
championed the "Comedy of Ideas," using humor as a Trojan horse to introduce socialist
critique, feminist philosophy, and class deconstruction.

The 20th Century to Present: Modernism, Absurdism, and Beyond

The trauma of two World Wars fractured traditional narrative expectations. Comedy turned
inward, becoming existential, fragmented, and dark. The mid-20th century was dominated by
the Theater of the Absurd, where dramatists like Samuel Beckett used tragicomedy to
showcase the meaninglessness of human existence, rendering language itself unstable.
Concurrently, writers like Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, and Tom Stoppard reshaped English
comedy. Stoppard reintroduced sparkling intellectualism, mixing philosophy, physics, and
literary history with verbal acrobatics. Modern and contemporary English comedy has
expanded into television, film, and hyper-realistic prose, remaining deeply skeptical of
absolute truths while maintaining its historic commitment to exposing human pretense.




4. Compendium of Prominent Authors and Masterworks

AUTHOR MASTERWORK(S) LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE
& CORE THEMES
William Shakespeare Twelfth Night Master of romantic comedy.
(1564-1616) As You Like It Utilized pastoral
A Midsummer Night's settings, gender-bending
Dream disguise, and festive
misrule to explore the madness
of love and the
fluidity of identity. Balance of
melancholy and
joy.
Ben Jonson Volpone Pioneer of the Comedy of
(1572-1637) The Alchemist Humours and fierce

social satirist. His works expose
human greed,

charlatanism, and moral decay
through tightly

engineered, frantic plots full of
eccentric

rogues.

William Congreve
(1670-1729)

The Way of the World

The absolute peak of
Restoration Comedy of
Manners. Renowned for
incomparable verbal

polish and sophisticated critique
of marriage

as a financial transaction
wrapped in courtly

romance.

Richard B. Sheridan The School for Scandal Revived "Laughing Comedy" in
(1751-1816) The Rivals the late 18th
century. Masterfully attacked
societal gossip,
hypocrisy, and linguistic
pretension
(immortalized via Mrs.
Malaprop's verbal
blunders).
Oscar Wilde The Importance of Being The pinnacle of aesthetic
(1854-1900) Earnest comedy. Transformed

the Comedy of Manners
into a celebration of

pure style, utilizing
paradox, inversion of
values, and endless

epigrams to mock
Victorian earnestness.




Creator of the "Comedy of
George Bernard Shaw Pygmalion Ideas." Subverted
(1856-1950) Arms and the Man theatrical conventions to
challenge social class,
systemic poverty, gender
roles, and the
romanticization of war.

Tom Stoppard Rosencrantz and Preeminent post-modern
(1937—Present) Guildenstern Are Dead comic voice. Blends
Arcadia philosophical

existentialism, high-level
scientific concepts, and
Shakespearean
metatheatrics

with profound verbal wit.

References

ABRAMS, M., H. & HARPHAM, G., G. (2012). 4 Glossary of Literary Terms (10th ed.).
Wadsworth, Cengage learning.

Baldick, C. (2001). The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. Oxford University
Press.

Hoy, C.H. (2026, January 17). comedy. Encyclopedia Britannica.
https://www.britannica.com/art/comedy




