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The aim of this paper is to investigate whether the notion of humour which arised during eighteenth-century Romanticism has links with early modern cogitations regarding the ancient fourfold humoral system. Just for the record, the cardinal humors were blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile - each made up of two of the four primary qualities, namely, hot, cold, dry and wet. Additionally, the Romantic notion of humour was considerably different from today's understanding of humor, that is to say, a mental stimulus causing amusement, if not laughter. Quoting from the survey of  The Development of English Humour begun in 1930 and carried through in 1952 by the literary critic Louis Cazamian, eighteenth-century humour usually stood for "the power of saying queer, paradoxical, and funny things, quite seriously"; or else, "a special mode of pleasantry" deriving from "the happy compound of pathos and playfulness".  In other words, even though Romantic humour already was an aesthetic rather than a physiological category, its meaning was much narrower than the polysemy humor encompasses nowadays, which includes a wide range of rhetorical, dramatic, literary and visual comic genres, such as irony, farce, satire, and caricature. 
Interestinly enough, Camazian believed that the Romantic notion of humour derived, between the sixteenth and the eighteenth-centuries, from the age-old humoral theory. On the other hand, he recognized that how exactly this  "uninterrupted development [which] reached its final stage from 1660 to 1800"  unfolded  "is involved in a good deal of obscurity"  since  "early stages [...] left hardly any material records". A problem with Cazamian's judgement is that it naïvely assumed the permanence of a straightforward linear progression, in want of missing links. Moreover, becaused it focused solely on the British dramatic and literary realms, Cazamian's appraisal did not take into account relevant early modern humoral cogitations, including an earnest debate which was reopened  during Romanticism about the cardinal humor or the primary quality that might be resposible for one's mental ability to convey witty remarks. To be brief, the likeliest humor was an  "adust"  black bile, which was hot instead of cold because it resulted from the burning or scorching of either one of the four natural humors. The primary qualities thought to favor mental powers were both hotness and dryness, since the first was supposed to boost imagination while the latter, understanding. 
The present paper shall be giving due consideration to these early modern humoral ideas owing to their possible impact on the Romantic notion of humour because the latter, like wit, was considered evidence of sharpness of mind. Afterwards, this paper will be probing into seventeenth and eighteenth-century speculations about humour penned by, among other scholars,  William Congreve (1670-1729), Joseph Addison (1672-1719), David Hartley (1705-1757), Corbyn Morris (?-1779), Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), and Madame de Staël (1766-1817). As shall be seen here, those speculations no more echo the understanding that a humoral disposition conducing to vice or error demanded ridicule and correction. Such understanding, which dominated British drama from Ben Jonson up to the restoration comedy of manners, rapidly gave way to a more tolerant approach to our undending lapses from virtue into folly. Hence the characteristic mixture of sympathy and merrymaking of Romantic humour, amply cultivated in novels and  sentimental comedies aimed at an increasingly wider and influential middle class contending with the sense that few values are indeed absolute. Thanks to its emphasis on the mental inventiveness underlying a good joke rather than on the objects of ridicule, Romantic humour eventually outlived Romanticism and became our current less restrictive notion of humor. 

