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If laughter is the best medicine, bring on the comic relief. 
Artists through the ages have used humor to soften up their 
audiences before giving them tough news. 

oo · g for love, a young woman agreed 
..t.llb:i~lnoe outing with a blind date. She 

was expecting a romantic paddle through 
glittery water and easy conversa · n . 
Instead, she found lie g for 13 

hours after her frustrated date admitted he 
didn't know how to navigate the little boat. 
Finally, they reached dry land. She hoped 
to never see him again (not even in pass
ing!), so she was just a little shocked when he 

proposed. 
"We laugh because we've all gone 

through it," says David Crespy, playwright 
and associate professor of theater. This true 
tale and his own "horrifying" experience of 
dating after divorce inspired him to write 
The Jewish Dating Cycle. "Comedy is that 
relief button," he says. "We can laugh at a 
tough situation and move on. It opens up 
our hearts to ourselves." Across campus, 
com finds its way into courses such as 
theater, literature and the classics. 

We know that a hearty laugh is good 
for our hearts, but comedy also may be the 
best medicine for society's heart, which co 
explain why humor and umanity sound so 
much alike. It also cow.J be the reason y 

rnic relief, from Sh espeare to Seinfeld, has 
been a mainstay in human culture. 

Although Crespy's play is contem
porary, its universal theme appears in 
ancient and modern comedy: displacement 
of a character in society, family or love. 

Displacement is not being where you want 
to be or not being who you really are: a 
character forced into disguise, a character 
who is kicked out of his family, or a younger 
generation that wants to replace an older 
generation. Humor comes when characters 
find themselves in these strange situations 
and then try to make their way back to 
where they belong. Take dressing in drag, 
for example. 

"A man in woman's clothes or a woman 
in man's clothes seems to be eternally 
funny," says David Read, associate profes
sor ofEnglish. Shakespeare's comedies 
often contain characters in disguise. In 
Twel~h Night, Viola dresses as a young man 
and soon finds herself in the humiliating 

redicament of acting as a go-between for 
the man she loves and another woman. 
Read also cites modern gender-bending 
movies such as Tootsie and Mrs. Doubtfire. 

In the latter, Robin Williams plays a 
loving fat r disguised as a British nanny 
as he tries to finagle his way back into his 
family after divorce. In one scene, he sets his 
blouse ablaze while making a meal for his 
kids. H frantically stamps it out with pot 
lids and quips, "My first day as a woman, 
and I'm already getting hot flashes!" Can a 
story about a broken marriage, an estranged 
father and lonely children really be comedy? 
It works. 

"Comedy administers humor as 
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anesthesia,n says Charles Saylor, a professor 

of classical studies who teaches Roman com

edy. "It puts its audience in a festive mood 

to tell them a truth or attack the rigidity in 

the human spirit or society." 

Shakespeare wrote for an audience whose 

social stations were becoming less rigid. 

"People were beginning to be able to rise up 

the ladder and fall down the ladder in terms 

of their social status," Read says. "This is not 

an alien theme. At some point, most of us 

have wanted to be in a better place than we 

are. Shakespeare had his finger on this." 

So did Seinfeld, a TV series famously 

about "nothing." The series examined 

everyday life through the eyes of its four 

self-absorbed characters. In one episode, 

George, who is known for his fibs and 

not for his money, tells a whopper about 

leasing a luxury vacation home. "I've been 

lying about my income for a few years," 

George says. "I figure I can afford a fake 

house in the Hamptons." 

Saylor says it's important to be able to 

laugh about social status because hostility 

toward such comedy signals hostility 

toward the idea of fluid social classes. 

Social status and displacement were 

themes of Plautus' plays, wri tten more 

than 2,000 years ago, and they resonate 

today because human nature is a constant. 

Saylor describes Roman comedy as a war of 

generations (parents of teens can relate) . 
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"It's crawling with old men who want to 

steer young people into orthodoxy," he 

says. "Of course, the young men want 

to drink and carouse. It's displacement 

of the old, who are too rigid and need 

to be corrected." 

Movies such as Trading Places and Risky 

Business are modern-day Roman comedies. 

In Trading Places, Dan Akroyd plays a wealthy 

stockbroker who switches places with 

Eddie Murphy's prankster hustler - a blunt 

example of displacement. Likewise, in Risky 

Business, Tom Cruise plays a teenager named 

Joel who cuts loose after his parents leave 

straits after driving his father's Porsche into 

Lake Michigan and spending the evening 

with a prostitute. 

In comedy, the prostitute and her life

style represent the anti-establishment, 

Saylor says. Young men make their own way 

in life, create a better way of doing things, 

and usually arrive at the place the older 

generation wants them to be - like Joel, 

who learns what is important in life after a 

wild and life-threatening weekend. "Comedy 

corrects the overly stern or rigid attitudes 

in society," Saylor says. "If you're too 

uptight, comedy throws you into a situation 

f jeopardy that makes you rethink your 

position. Comedy is like tragedy, except 

i isn't sad." lll 
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