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In the first decade of the 20th century several important theories of humour were published in different European countries. Also the English novelist Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) inquired into the nature and meaning of humour. The early essay “The Value of Laughter” (1905) reveals her distinctive way of thinking of comedy and humour, and offers at the same time points of resemblance to Henri Bergson’s Le rire (1900) and Luigi Pirandello’s L’umorismo (1908). It merits, therefore, closer inspection.  

This paper consists of three parts. In the first section, I will demonstrate that Woolf’s early reflections on laughter have no insignificant relation to the larger corpus of her writings. Her notions of comedy and humour are connected, among other things, with the famous ideal of androgyny expounded in A Room of One’s Own (1925) and with the highly critical analysis of the educational system and the learned professions presented in Three Guineas (1938). 

In the essay Woolf distinguishes comedy from humour. The latter, a mixture of contradictory emotions, is opposed to the pure, liberating and spontaneous laughter of the comic spirit. In the second part of the paper, I want to discuss the concept of humour that surfaces in “The Value of Laughter”. 

Woolf represents the humorist as a person who “climbs a pinnacle” and who surveys human life from this solitary position. The solitude involves, however, a remoteness from the ordinary and trivial, and even though Woolf claims that “humour is of the heights”, her sympathy is clearly with the less perfect comedy. We can find interesting parallels between Woolf’s concept of humour and the most ambitious and compelling of Pirandello’s theoretical writings, L’umorismo. The humorist is, in Pirandello’s scheme, an individual who is able to submit any social situation to careful examination, but unable to act in the world in which he lives. Painful perplexity paralyses him; his laughter is fretted by sympathy and pity. What is at stake in Pirandello’s concept of humour, is, in other words, the individual’s capacity to change the existing social order.

Finally, I will contrast the modernist perspectives of Woolf and Pirandello with the ideas of the contemporary Italian writer, Gianni Celati (b. 1937). He argues, among other things, that the modern theories of humour are not concerned with laughter but with the sublime, and that they imply a devaluation of the human body, of festivity, and of joy. 
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