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At the International Humor Conference at the University of Maryland in 2001, a new form of literary analysis was presented with respect to two Shakespearean plays, Comedy of Errors and Midsummer Night’s Dream. The critical histories of both plays has emphasized their unique “textures,” Comedy of Errors differing markedly in texture from Plautus’ Menaechmi from which it is derived, and Midsummer Night’s Dream clearly being of a very different texture from Comedy of Errors and all other Shakespearean comedies. Analysis of the difference of texture was presented as a difference in “humor personality,” the kinds of humor that are featured throughout the play and give it a sense of individual character.

The Shakespearean discussion was itself derivative from a presentation at the Luso-Hispanic Humor Conference in Sudbury Canada in 1999 on the texture of Don Quixote.  There, an ambivalence in the types of humor Cervantes employs corresponds with strongly divergent critical appreciations of Don Quixote over the last four centuries.

In this follow-up study, the humor personality or texture of Shakespeare’s The Tempest is considered in detail. And that detail shows an amazingly developed “double humor structure.” One of these structures epitomizes the characters “further away” from Prospero in his centralized cave or cell, embodied in characters like Alonso, Gonzago, Trinculo, and   Stephano. This structure is based on the ideas of  “Humor of the Mind” as discussed by George Meredith better than a century ago.  But an entirely different humor structure, based in vitalist humor as described by Henri Bergson and Suzanne Langer characterizes the “inner circle” around Prospero’s cell. This double structure creates an imaginative vastness for The Tempest which has always made it the hallmark of the First Folio and a fitting farewell to the stage by its supreme practitioner. 

