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CHAPTER I

THE RARENESS OP COMIC CHARACTERS

The writings of Washington Irving enrich world 
literature with a laughter that is both subtle and gay. 

His works afford  a perennial source of good wholesome 
humor for every reader from youth to old age. But the 
comic element ripp ling  through his pages does not con
stitu te  Irving’ s d istin ct contribution to important l i t 
erature, nor does i t  manifest his genius to create mirth. 
The great contribution of Washington Irving to world 
literature is  his comic creations.

Comic characters in literature are rare, in 
spite of the fa ct  that there abounds a wealth of lite ra - 
ture which sparkles with the humorous element. 'This is  
because comic characters possess a humor that is subtle, 
keen, and illu s iv e . Their mirth defies  analysis. i t  is  
as indefinable as literatu re i t s e l f ,  ana th is is  why 
comic characters hold a unique place in literary  art.

On the other hand, the comic sp ir it  has permeated 
literature more or less since man’ s thoughts were f ir s t  
recorded. In English literature the humorous element is  
recognised as early as »The prologue« to Chaucer's Can
terbury Tales, and i t  is present in most of the great
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writings ever since that time. However, great comic 
characters are rarely found in English or in any other 
literature because they are a d is tin ct  literary  type, 
d i f f ic u lt  to  create, and s t i l l  more d i f f i c u l t  to pro
je c t  appreciably into the minds of readers.

Another reason fo r  the dearth of comic charac
ters in literature l ie s  in the fa ct that comedy had not 
always enjoyed a high litera ry  standing, ana so authors, 
who usually write with a view to mercenary gain, steered 
clear of comedy because of i t s  low dividends.

To create a character that represents in i t s e l f  
thousands of individuals, to l i f t  a creation out of the 

loca l and provincia l, and give him a charm that the whole 
world loves is the work of a rt. But to  create a comic 
character, one that r e fle c ts  a cross section of l i f e  and 
at the same time appeals to the gay-hearted as w ell as 
to the sombre-minded, is  indeed the work of a genius.

The comic sp ir it  which constitutes the charm of 
comic creation is  d if f ic u lt  to capture. Hotice that in
definable something possessed by «Humor** as expressed 
by Samuel crothers.

1

In the Book of proverbs, wisdom says, * I , wis
dom, dwell with Prudence.* But there is another 
member of the household. It  is  Humor, s is te r  of 
serene Wisdom and of the heavenly Prudence, she 
does not often laugh, and when she does i t  is  
mostly at her s is te r , Wisdom, who cannot re s is t  
the in fection . There is not one set smile upon 
her face, as i f  she contemplated an altogether 
amusing world. The smiles that come and go are
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sly  elusive things, but they cannot remain long 
in h id in g ,1

The essence of humor, i t  can be said however, l ie s  in 
the contrast between man as he is  and man as he should 
be. Incongruity forms the basis for laughter. Man is  
funny only when he is  measured in the lig h t of perfec
tion . People who have learned to appreciate the incon

gruous, the unexpected, and the il lu s iv e  in rea l l i f e  
are rarely found. Consequently, the comic characters 
in literature are very few, fo r  in keeping with the law 
of supply and demand, their presence in literature is  
in proportion to the thinking minds of the world.

George Meredith, in his Essay On Comedy, says 
that the author who drafts humorous characters needs 
«more than the quality of sprightliness« the endowment 
of a «most subtle delicacy« capable of dominating the 
discriminating minds of men, because "People are ready 
to surrender themselves to witty thumps on the back, 
breast, and sides; a ll  except the head.«* 2

Washington Irving, however, seems to  be one of 
those rare geniuses who can project their comic crea
tions into the minds of thinking men. Accordingly, this 

paper is  concerned with the problem of showing that Ir 
ving’ s creation of comic characters is a d is tin ct

Samuel M. crothers, The Gentle Reader (Boston: 
Houghton, M ifflin  Company, 190S) , pp. 99-100.'

2George Meredith, An Essay On Comedy (Hew York; 
Charles Scribner’ s Sons, 1897), p. 2.
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contribution to world litera tu re . It  is  deemed wise, 

therefore, to devote the f i r s t  chapter to an acquaint
ance with the ideas and ideals of Irving* a l i f e  as a 

necessary setting fo r  the wholesome unoffending comic 
characters created by one who styles himself a »laugh
ing philosopher.*»

/



CHAPTER I I

LIES AND TRAITS OP WASHINGTON IRVING

Washington Irving was born in New York City, in 

1783, ju st a few weeks before the close of the Revolu
tionary War. Thus his l i f e  began in a period that was 
auspicious--a period favorable not only because i t  was 
the dawn of peace and the birth of a great democracy, 
but a lso  because i t  was fresh with the vigor of a new 
freedom and firm with the culture of an old c iv i l iz a 
tion . Although history is  often defined to be what a 
nation does, and literature to be what a nation thinks 
and fe e ls , s t i l l  at the time of Irving ’ s birth American 

litera tu re  and h istory were one. In view of this fa c t , 
i t  seems consequential to note that when irving was a 
small ch ild , he was brought by h is nurse to General 
Washington in order that the la tte r  might place his hand 
upon the head of the ch ild  who bore his name. The re
quest was granted; so, providentia lly , »The Rather of 
America” bestowed a formal blessing upon a ch ild  des
tined to be the "Rather of American L iterature."

Irving’ s biographers state that he was the 
youngest of eleven children and the favorite of the 
family. He was a sick ly  ch ild , and consequently he led

5
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a l i f e  of le isure, always catering to his fancy. His 

was a practical fancy, however, and he enjoyed l i f e  in 
fu l l  measure. When he grew to manhood, he »loved and 
lo s t « ;  but, having lo s t , he compensated by an outstand
ing chivalry toward women. He wrote much and traveled 
extensively, as a kindly »I’ather» he gave in marriage 
the literature of America to the literature of the world, 
and thus having broken down prejudice he opened the way 
fo r  more illu str iou s  sons of his beloved country to 
achieve literary  success. He died in 1859 at »Sunny- 
s id e ,»  h is home in Tarry Town, Hew York, a fte r  a l i fe  
g lo r if ie d  by his lite ra ry  triumphs.

But the fa cts  of irv in g ’ s biographers are cold 
and formal when contrasted with the warmth and fr ie n d li
ness of h is works. In these he is  a v ita l being ar
dently desirous of entertaining his friends, a gentle
man at a l l  times, he creates an atmosphere of composure 
and true refinement fo r  his poetic setting, and into 
this he s c in t illa te s  his playful humor. Or again, he 
embodies in his writings a cord ia l invitation  to come
with him and enjoy his old friends, his old s to r ie s , and

/

his old scenes. He loves to take one through the laby
rinthine ways of a romantic past. These charms of ir -  

ving lure his readers into the warmth of h is heart. He 
himself reaches the hearts of men in America, in England, 

in Spain, and fin a lly  in the world at large through his 
delicate sympathy.
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The attainment of fame was a certainty for  this 
man of le tte rs  because, by nature and by nurture, he was 
the soul of courtesy—the fountainhead of jo v ia l i ty . 
Irving ’ s sweet-natured and fun-loving d isposition  drew 
people to him and secured for  him esteem and respect a ll  
through his l i f e .  These personal charms permeated a ll 
his works, and his a b ility  to see the sublime and the 
ridiculous in true proportion empowered his comic char
acters. As an exact reproduction of Leonardo de V inci’ s 

paintings presupposes a duplication of his love and ap
preciation of the good, tne true, and the beautiful, so 
Irving ’ s comic creations are an adequate expression of 
the w riter’ s love and appreciation of the charm and 
sc in t illa tin g  value of lite ra ry  mirth. De V inci’ s mas
terpieces are endowments to a ll  time as productions un
paralleled in co lor  and design, so irv in g ’ s comic mas
terpieces, ichabod Crane and Rip Van Winkle, w ill pass  ̂
on to future generations as prototypes of man’ s incon
gru ities and im perfections.

In »The Author’ s Account of H im self,« from the 
Sketch Book, Irving says that he loves »the sublime and 
the beautifu l,« and that «never need an American look 

beyond his own country fo r  the sublime and the beautiful 

of natural scenery.« He also states that he loves the 
"accumulated treasures of age" that have so enriched 
Europe, and he longs "to tread, as i t  were, in the 
footsteps of antiqu ity ." Because of these propensities
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he has "wandered through d ifferen t countries" witnessing 
"the sh ifting scenes of l i f e "  not with "the eye of a 
philosopher" but rather with "the sauntering gaze" of a 
"humble lover of the picturesque" who is  fascinated by 
"delineations o f beauty," "d istortions of caricature," 
and "the loveliness of landscape."

Genial humor is  an outstanding characteristic 
of Washington Irving, and i t  is  sign ifican t that this 
wholesome attribute characterizes the "Pather of Ameri
can L iterature," since humor is it s  firs t-b orn  ch ild .
It was bora on the American shore in "going east by 
sa iling  w est." I t  made the co lon ists  hang together le s t  
they hang separately. I t  sp irited  John Carroll of Car- 
rolton into signing the Declaration of independence 
vigorously; and i t  gave Miles Standisti the s lip  when 
P r is c illa  advised John Alden; "Why don’ t you speak for 
yourself, John?"

Prom its  inception, American humor has a j o l l i t y  
in the face of danger, but the ardors of pioneer and 
fron tier  l i f e  have given i t  a boisterousness that at
present is  unbecoming. It i s  unfortunate, however, that/
this keen American humor has suffered gradation, since 
humor should be gradually refined as c iv il iz a t io n  pro

gresses. Washington Irving, however, gentleman that he 
was, kept humor on a d ign ified  plane in the realm of 
literatu re . He realized  that l i f e ,  pioneer or highly 
settled , tends to develop e cce n tr ic it ie s  and
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p ecu lia rities  which can be viewed with a smile rather 
than a scowl, so with his characteristic grace and 
fluent pen he set to work to extract real joy  from 

these discordant elements in man. in Rip Van Winkle’ s*'" 
oddities one might discern some of h is own, or of his 
neighbor’ s p ecu lia rities , and perhaps correct them or 
else smile at them respectfu lly . Irving’ s kindly 
chuckle marks him as a man of etiquette in humor as 
well as in society . W. B. A llen, in "The Etiquette of 
Humor,” makes this comment which is apropos to the sort 
of humor displayed by Irving:

There are certain canons of good taste which 
are universally accepted by well bred people as 
governing humorous expressions of any sort. To 
twit anyone upon his personal fa ilin g s , physical 
or mental; to touch upon the low or obscene; to 
interrupt with ribaldry grace and earnest 
thought; a l l  these, i t  may be assumed as granted, 
are taboo among true ladies and gentlemen-- 
"Ladies are always present,« said a fine old 
army o f f i c e r .1

I t  is  nowhere related that cardinal Newman became ac
quainted with irving, but the Cardinal’ s description of 
a gentleman seems to be a character sketch of irving.

He is  at home in any society , he has common 
ground with every c la ss ; he knows when to speak 
and when to be s ilen t; he is  able to converse, 
he is  able to lis te n ; he can ask a question per
tinently, and gain a lesson seasonably, when he 
has nothing to impart him self; he is  ever ready, 
yet never in the way; he is  a pleasant companion, 
and a comrade you can depend upon; he knows when 
to  be serious and when to t r i f l e ,  and he has a 
sure tact which enables him to t r i f l e  with grace
fulness and to be serious with e f fe c t . He has

1W. B. Allen, "The Etiquette of Humor," Nation, 
XCVI (June, 1913), 570. ----------



10

the repose of a mind, which lives  in i t s e l f ,  while 
i t  liv es  in the world, and which has resources for 
i t s  happiness at home when i t  cannot go abroad.2

The natural conclusion that must necessarily  be 
drawn from these observations is  that Washington Irving 

was an educated man, fo r  a gentleman is  the end-product 
of education, be i t  formal or otherwise. Moreover, 
since humor deals with abstractions, i t  follow s that i t  
takes an educated man to capture them and a sk illed  man 
to transfer them into verbal statements of the style and
beauty that characterize irv in g ’ s prose, hot only was|
Irving capable of transferring the comic element onto 
the pages of a book, but he a lso set up a concrete and 
tangible creation, endowed him with the magic of humor 
and immortalized him in the litera tu re  of the world.
That Irving did ju s t  this is the nucleus of the fo llow 
ing treatise . But before launching into the sea of 
proofs that Irving* s characters do rea lly  hold a high ^  

place in litera tu re , i t  is necessary to  scan the pages 
of world literature and evaluate the children of i r 
ving’ s a rtistry  in the lig h t of their progenitors.

2Jahn Henry Cardinal Uewman, The Idea of a Uni
versity (Hew York: Longman’ s Green and Company, 1925), 
p. l'fe .



CHAPTER I I I

HUMGR BT LITERATURE

Man ie the only creature of God who has teen 

given the faculty  of laughter.1- Thus th is g i f t ,  being 
divine, is good in i t s e l f ;  and i f ,  at times, i t  is 
merely a shallow reaction of the nerves to  s i l ly  whim
s ic a l it ie s ,  nevertheless in general the person with a 
true sense of humor has a heart too a lert and a mind too 

occupied to laugh aloud. Instead, seeing the comic mar
gin between the perfection and rea lity  of a given per
son or situation , he is  moved to smile slowly and 
thoughtfully to h im self. This is  the humor of Thack
eray’ s d e f in it io n --Ba mixture of love and w it.«*

Since every man is endowed with a sense of humor, 
no normal person in c iv il iz e d  society can truthfully be 
said to be entirely  without some of i t .  But humor, like  

the b ib lica l talents, varies in it s  degree of endowment, 
and so the more fortunate ones have a greater capacity 
fo r  appreciation of the ridiculous than others, never
theless, people who have only a lim ited sen sitiv ity  to 
the humor of l i f e  can develop i t  by study and re flection  *

*St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. 
fathers of the English Dominican Provinee (Hew York: 
Benziger Bros., 1912), I , 369.

11
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in the f ie ld  of litera tu re .
Inasmuch as c iv il iz e d  society  has always made 

man eager to record his ideas, humor has been a charac- ]/' 
t e r is t ic  quality of his writings from the beginning of 

recorded thoughts and deeds, i t  is  true that in ages 
designated as a time fo r  mere “survival of the f i t t e s t "  
humor was not refined. But as the immanent growth of 
c iv iliza tio n  takes place in the world of men, the s p ir it  
of genial humor grows with it s  cu lture. Bor instance, 
our primitive ancestors, the cavemen, were easily  ani
mated with laughter. The authenticity of this fa c t  is  
not a written record, but i t  is  manifested by p ic to r ia l 
expressions on the walls of their caves. A8 an example, 
their sense of humor consisted in dropping a huge stone 
over a c l i f f  upon the head of an enemy. Later, Homer, 
eight hundred years before Christ, pictures the immortal 
gods as fu l l  of inextinguishable laughter when an ugly, 

clumsy, halting blacksmith carried  around th eir  cups, 

instead of the elegant Ganymede. Aristophanes, one of 
the greatest humorists of the H ellen istic age, took the
serious situations of his time and made uproarious

/
comedy of them. In fa c t , Greek comedy had i t s  origin 
in personal abuse, in unrestrained singing and jestin g , 
and in coarseness and obscenity, a l l  natural survivals 
of rude license allowed at the Dionysiac fe s t iv a ls , in 

deed it s  f i r s t  aim was to make people laugh.
But the Romans were not so clever in capturing
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the element of comedy. They found entertainment in the 
gruesome ecenes of the arena, and could not attune them
selves to the l i l t in g  sp ir it  of wholesome humor, the 
two great comedians, Terence and Plautus, borrowed their 
humor from the Greeks, with the result that much of i t  
is  harsh and crude. V irg il seldom made h is readers 
laugh. Juvenal put a sting in every smile, Horace, who 
indulged in excellent foo lin g , considered a lady-love 
past her prime, with black teeth and faded charms, a f i t  
spectacle fo r  laughter. As humor journeys on, i t  le ss 
ens s t i l l  more in quality . I t  too had to pass through 
the characteristic "dark ages" of a ll  litera tu re . Rude
ness and the grotesque dulled the pages of comic w rit
ing. The times admitted of no literary  smiles, but a 
gay dawn was ahead. Chaucer, Rabelais, and Cervantes 
emerged to put the laughter into literature once again.

Chaucer, the candle of England from which other 
litera ry  men have lighted their wicks, created in the 
Canterbury Tales a group of comic characters that have 
made the readers of the world chuckle with laughter.
The genial quality of Chaucer’ s humor, the sympathy and

/
mild fun with which his characters are portrayed, the 
sa tir ica l dig at the fau lts  and f o l l i e s  of those who 
annoyed him, the wide range of human l i f e  from which he 
draws his specimens, give Chaucer an exalted place in 

comic lore .
I f  England had her candle in Chaucer, so too
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had Prance in Rabelais, and Spain in Cervantes. Rabe
la is  is  the master of »humor of exaggeration." He has 
a scheme a l l  his own. Mark Twain tried  to imitate this 
particular type of humor, but he fa ile d  to reach the 
same degree of perfection . «Eobody ever equaled Rabe
la is  in the humor of exaggeration, and nobody with a 
leash on ever w i l l ,»  remarks j,Sax Eastman. 2 Rabelais 
likewise enjoyed toying with the language of the day; 
he gave i t  a humorous tw ist, as did his English coun
terpart, Shakespeare. In fin e , m belais stands out in 
the history of world literature as a great humorist and 
s a t ir is t .

Cervantes, too, is a litera ry  landmark, equipped 
with a beacon lig h t , whose rays cast a shadow of Don 
Quixote as he rides forth  to defend the oppressed and to 
right wrongs. This shadow, in a figurative sense, could 

be the world, fo r  a l l  the world jo in s  in the journey and 
sees i t s e l f  re flected  in the personages of Don Quixote 
and his squire, Sancho Panza. In these two characters 
the spiritual and the material sides of human nature are 
brought into focus, a fa ct  which is  aptly expressed by 
the author and c r i t i c ,  George E. Woodberry:

There is  an opposition in human nature, and 
this is  set forth  by the contrast of Don Quixote 
and Sancho. i t  is  rendered in them by divers ways 
as the antithesis of the imagination with the 
senses, of the l i f e  of thought with the l i f e  of

^ a x  Eastman, Enj oyment of Laughter (Hew York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1937) , p. 1537
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fa c t , of illu s ion  with re a lity , of the eloquent 
discourse with the proverb, of the poetry with the 
prose of l i f e ;  but, essen tia lly , this polarity  is  
in the double aspect of l i f e  as soul and sense. 
Cervantes decides fo r  neither; he presents both as 
lia b le  to error. He portrays Don Quixote with the 
characteristic defect of the soul, imaginative i l 
lusion; and he gives to Sancho the ch aracteristic 
of the material man, s e lf -in te r e s t . The higher 
nature betrayed by it s  ovm n ob ility , the lower 
duped by it s  own baseness—that is  the two-edge 
sword of l i f e .  That is  human comedy.^

Cervantes employs a humor s t i l l  more subtle than 
that of Chaucer or Rabelais, in fa c t , he incarcerates 
in his comic characters, Don Quixote and Sancho panza, 
a combination of humorous types. A brie f analysis of 
the variety of humor possessed by Don Quixote w ill  

elucidate matters. There is  in him the comedy of con
trast; fo r  he was a modem ch ild  bom in an ancient 
cradle, a man of the past bearing outworn arms against 
a modem world. There is  in him the comedy of satire 
on ch iva lr ic  and pastoral f o l l i e s ,  the comedy of w it 
shown by his play on words and his many proverbs.
There is  the comedy of burlesque in the parody of in
cidents from chivalry; the comedy of farce  because of 
the incongruities of situations which a madman and a 
fo o l, a horse and an ass encounter on their journey.
Over and above a ll  there is comedy of irony and humor, 

found especially  in dialogue; a power of characteriza
tion, which makes Don Quixote and Sancho Panza so very

^George E. Woodberry, Great writers (Hew York; 
The Macmillan Co., 1912), p. 28.
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d is t in c t , that their vividness brings to most the r e a li

zation of their own dual character; a Don Quixote who 
yearns to right the wrongs, end a Saneho Panza who h esi
tates righting them fo r  practica l reasons.

Hot until the time of Cervantes and Shakespeare 
is there humor of the highest cla ss , that is ,  a refined 
humor, which adequately ca lls  fo r  a keen sen s it iv ity , a 
humor which can best be explained by using the sim ile, 
as did the c r it ic  who wrote this interpretation:

Humor is  a certain attitude towards the world 1 
around us. I t  is  a quality of the mind which pre
vents us from taking ourselves and the world too 
seriously , in other words i t  is  a sense of pro
portion, of values.4

This «sense of proportion, of values« is  attained largely 
through the avenue of litera tu re , where each individual 
can see himself as others see him. Moliere, for example, 
has given the world a character that mirrors the eccen
t r ic i t ie s  of human nature in an ingenious manner. This 
character is  Tartuffe.

"T artu ffe ," or »The Imposter** is regarded by 
French c r it ic s  as one of Moliere*s greatest come
dies of character. The play exemplifies Moliere*s 
purpose to expose the fa ilin g s  of men and correct
them by rid icu le and thoughtful laughter.................
M oliere’ s Tartuffe is  a perfect example of the 
high type of high comedy which presents an authen
t ic  picture of contemporary manners by the clash 
of character by character, and which points out 
fo r  rid icu le  an enemy of society--the imposter 
who hides the predatory designs of a charlatan be
neath his outer garments of piety and devotion .5

^Ernest Graf, O.S.B., “A Sense of Humor," 
Homelectio and Pastoral Review, XL (1939), 61.

R obert M. Smith, Types of socia l Comedy (Hew 
York: prentice-H all, Inc. ,  192877 p . IbB.
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Tartuffe, i t  may be added, is not necessarily a French
man; he is  a c itizen  of the world. His counterpart 
canting a simulation of goodness is  found in every v i l 

lage, town, or hamlet.
Shakespeare, by his genius, has produced another 

comic character—F a lsta ff. The Avon Bard’ s imagination, 
no less than that of his audiences, lingered a ffe ction 

ately around this creation, fo r :
Sir John Falstaff represents the top of Shake

speare’ s achievement in the creation of an immor
tal comic type, individual in the fu l le s t  sense, 
since general ch aracteristics meet and mingle in 
him as in a veritable creature of flesh  and blood, 
he is  none the less typical and symbolical in that 
these general ch aracteristics reach in him their 
utmost complete and monumental expression, in such 
a figure literature provides a standard to which 
everafter we refer h a lf-osten sib ly  our judgments 
not only of art but of humanity. We none of us 
know a F a lsta ff; but we a l l  of us know persons 
some at least of whose tra its  find in Falstaff 
their archtype and quintessence.6

Falstaff comes at a tiipe when humor was taking on a new 
phase--that of consciousness. This corpulent old hum
bug, in crying out in desperate bravado «They hate us 
youth,« rea lized  as well as his listen ers the incongru
ity  between the speech and the speaker. The taking on 
of new phases and the discarding of old ones constitutes 
the evolution of humor, which improves as c iv iliz a t io n  
advances. It is always in keeping with the progress of 
mankind. In fa c t , h istorians state that when human con
verse and manners softened with the later Stuarts,

% . K. Chambers, Shakespeare: A Survey (London: 
Sidgwick and Jackson, L td ., 1925), pp. 119-20.
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geniality  and tolerance appeared in literature flowing 
from the pens and individuality  of Steele, Addison, and 
Goldsmith. These qualities were made evident, espe

c ia l ly , in their humor.
A century la ter Mr. Pickwick, Huckleberry Finn, 

and Tartarin appear as litera ry  characters of kindly 
humor. Unfortunately, however, kindly humor had not 
always been the inspiration of the human impulse. The 
sardonic laugh and the je stin g  sting even yet survived. 

Stephen Leacock endorses th is statement:
The development of humor was not always and ex

clu sively  of a re fin in g  character. One is  tempted 
to think that perhaps the original source parted 
in two streams, in the one d irection  flossed clear 
and undefiled, the humor of human kindness, in 
the other, the polluted waters of mockery and sar- 
casm--here belongs 'sarcasm* that scrapes the 
flesh  of human fee lin g  with a hoe--the sardonic 
laugh, the sneer of the sco ffe r , and the snarl of 
the litera ry  c r i t i c  as opposed to the kindly to l 
erance of the humorist.

Yet undeterred by this unmalicious counterpart, 
humor goes on it s  way, moving from lower to higher 
forms, from cruelty to horseplay to w it, from wit 
to higher 'humor of character* and beyond to i t s  
highest stage as the humor of l i f e  i t s e l f .  Here 
tears and laughter are joined and our l i t t l e  l i f e  
incongruous and vain, is  rounded with a sm ile .7

The early nineteenth century produced m Ameri
can literatu re many comic characters, ch ie f among whom 

are Rip Van Winkle, Wouter Van Tw iller, and ichabod 
Crane. Like the famous comic creations already men

tioned, these too have become, as i t  were, world

7Stephen Leacock, Humor and Humanity (Hew York: 
Henry Holt and Co., 1938), pp. 19-20.
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c it izen s . The d iffusion  of the English tongue through
out the world, moreover, has furthered the cosmopoli
tanism of these humorous characters. Therefore a glimpse 
through the h istory  of English humor is  advantageous.

Many nations pride themselves on the humor that 
s c in t illa te s  in their written records, ju s t  as they 
pride themselves upon the high ra c ia l qua lities re flected  
in their writings. A Frenchman may say, "Our literature 
is sophisticated, lo g ica l and iro n ic " ; the Russian may 
declare, "Our literature is  s a t ir ic , dreamy, and melan
choly"; the Englishman and his American cousin may pro
claim, "Our literature is  id e a lis t ic  and humorous." But 
a l l  cling to the idea that their particular literature 
has a characteristic humor that sets i t  apart.

English humor has indeed a quality a l l  i t s  own;
and since American literatu re  has it s  deeper roots in a

*

B ritish  past, beginning w riters, especia lly  Washington 
Irving, were greatly influenced by this trad ition , con

sequently, Irving was appreciated by the English people. 
So in order to make a correct evaluation of how deeply 
the B ritish  appreciated Irving ’ s humor, i t  is essential 
to get a b ird ’ s-eye view of the scope of humor in the 
literature of England.

Do Englishmen have a sense of humor? This ques
tion has been often asked by people other than English. 
The B ritish , like the Americans, look upon the query as
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a disparaging remark. The people of' England, in common 
with a l l  mankind, have a sense of humor; but i t  is ,  in 
many ways, unlike that of any other nation. Their l i t 
erary comedy possesses distinguishing tra its  that are 
obvious. The humor of character is  one. Comic charac
ters parade the litera ry  line from Chaucer's pilgrims to
Dickens' Mr. Pickwick, and, adds J. B. P riestley ;

This humor of character, reaching it s  greatest 
height in such figures as F a lsta ff, is  i t s e l f  the 
rich est and wisest kind of humor, sweetening ana 
mellowing l i f e  fo r  us. In England i t  ripens like 
an apple.

That is  one way of linking humor and the Eng
lish  character. Here is  another. Humor has been 
well defined as 'thinking in fun while fee lin g  in 
earnest.* The English do not approach l i f e  in te l
le ctu a lly ; they do not demand that i t  shall conform 
to any r ig id  mental plan; they are not convinced 
that the universe can be penetrated by thought; 
they look askance at those grand f i r s t  principles 
that seem to some alien  people the very foundation 
of the world; they are w illin g  to go to work 
either in p o lit ic s  or in art, without a theory to 
sustain them; and when they are more practica l 
than other races, i t  is  not--ae those races fr e 
quently conclude--because they are co ld ly  clea r
sighted and unimaginative, but because they do not 
busy themselves asking reasons to fin d  a key when 
in stin ct has already shown them that the door is  
open.®

Humorous characters are the beet medium through which 
humor functions; and the function of humor, according 
to the same authority, is  "to twitch the se lf-e le c te d  
by the sleeve, shake i t s  b e lle , hold up it s  mirror at 

an awkward angle, and ask his master how he likes the 
image," or the function of humor is  to be a "tonic 8

8J. B. P riestly , English Humor (Hew York; Long
mans, Green and Company, 1§2'9)V p . ‘ 1"8‘.
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medicine, restoring clouded or overweening fancies to 
c la r ity .

Another outstanding ch aracteristic of the Eng
lish  humor is s e lf -r id icu le . Their comic paper punch 
gives the world a p ic to r ia l description of their mirth
fu l idiosyncracies. They do not usually take umbrage 
at iron ic ©poofing. i t  often happens that the pictures 
in punch are unduly exaggerated; nevertheless, the B rit
ish  censor o f f ic ia ls  not only pass the pictures but also 
send them to the National Gallery in London fo r  exhibi

tion. The British who have put hundreds of m ilitary 
battles behind them, find that poking fun at themselves 
is  a powerful antidote fo r  too much worry over future 
martial a f fa ir s .

Englishmen, however, do lack the a b ility  of 
spicing their conversation or social chat with apt and 
funny stories . Neither have they the verbal power of 
ca llin g  things by funny names. These two d e fic its  in 
the scope of English humor are a source of much mirth 
to Americans. Notice the subtle fun in comments made by 
W. C. Pi elds, an American comedian who traveled much in

1

England: «The B ritish  have a better humor than we have— 
they don’ t like w isecracks." Again, Charlie Chaplin, a 

noted comedian says: "The B ritish  have a healthful, soul
fu l, boisterous humor; very witty too, and never

9Ibid., p. 20.
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c le v e r .« 10 * (Though Chaplin is  a B ritish  subject, the 
English do not enjoy his type of humor. They consider 
i t  vulgar.) Stephen Leacock, an English humorist by 

heredity and an American one by association , emphasizes 
th is quality in h is statement: »If the English are in 
fe r io r  to the American in humor, I for one am at a loss 
to see where i t  comes in .» 11 And he implies that Eng
lish  humor is  prone to  put on "highbrow and regard ours 
as cheap and slangy. Englishmen, on the other hand, are 
free  from that desire to  pose as a humorist which haunts 
the American mind. Under these circumstances, one can 

imagine the youth of England saying when things go wrong 

"There is something rotten in Denmark"; but the American 
cousin w ill  remark, generally with a smile, "There is  
something snuffy in Copenhagen." However, the best c r i 
terion by which English humor can be judged is her humor 
ous litera tu re .

England has produced many humorists, but Shake
speare, Lamb, Thackeray, and Dickens are among her most 
outstanding. Of these Shakespeare is  the greatest. He 
has created characters and imbued them with the comic

1

s p ir it . His poetic imagination and humor have v ita l
ized them with perpetual laughter and universal charm. 
Shakespeare is  the mastercraftsman of the immortal

10Max Eastman, "Can the English see a Joke?" 
American Scholar, IX (July, 1940) , 278.

^Stephen Leacock, M£ Discovery of England (Hew 
York; Dodd, Mead, and Co., Inc7, 1924), p. 226.
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P alstaff--one of the great comic characters of l ite r a 
ture—who, shaking with eternal mirth, winks at a l l  man
kind and raises his cup of sack to immortality.

Chronologically, Lamb follow s Shakespeare in the 
line of humorists. Their sincerity  of kindly humor has 
close proximity. Lamb was a prince among genial humor
is t s ,  fo r  his humor contains no malice. He humanizes 
brutal je s ts  by turning them against him self. The sad
ness of his l i f e  seems to have mellowed his writings. 
Tragedy was ever present with Lamb. He sa cr ificed  his 
marital happiness by undertaking the care of h is s ister , 
who was a ff l ic te d  with recurrent insanity. He saw their 

mother stabbed by this s is te r  in a state of madness.
This misfortune, too, may have colored his sense of the 
comic, being as i t  was a mixture of humor and pathos. 
Like Washington Irving, he wrote his greatest humorous 
work while suffering personal hurt, irving and Lamb may 
be likened to Birds of paradise, who by the very nature 
of their plumage cannot f ly  except against the wind.

To get a proper perspective of Lamb, one must
form a mental picture of his keeping open house in an

1

unpretentious garret in inner Temple Lane. There, with 
a few congenial friends around him, he spends evenings 
reveling and conversing in an intimate and whimsical 
fashion. Stories are legion of the humorous anecdotes 

of Charles Lamb. Doubtless, Lamb w ill always liv e  as a 
humorist, for
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« . . .  wherever he may be, there is , i f  not a l
ways mirth, always humor, and a good humor. His 
laughter was . . . .  genial kindly wise. He knew 
how by a je s t ,  a waggish remark, ha lf d ro llery , 
h a lf sympathy, to break the crust of the common
place that gathers over our thoughts, to enliven 
the lead-colored monotony that makes l i f e  t o i l 
some and—what is w orse--prosaic. And the a b il
ity  to do that is  surely one of the best g ift s  of 
genius.12

Thackeray was influenced by Lamb, although he 
never acquired h is intimate quality and se lf-reve la tion . 
Thackeray re flected  in his writings corresponding e le 
ments of comedy and sa tire . He chose to rid icu le the 
f o l l i e s  and lash the vices of his day, because this has 
been the standard method of d iscip lin in g  society , in 
fa c t , he has been ca lled  the «humorist as philosopher.« 
His Book of Snobs, a masterpiece of humorous literatu re , 
is  a keen and vivaoious satire on the snobs of h is day 

written in forty -fou r liv e ly  and iron ic  miniatures. 
Thackeray knew by heart a certain corner of the world, 
and he described i t  with a natural ease and in a ph ilo
sophical m a n n e r . q£ th is Victorian censor of morals, 
William J . Dawson says;

The same element of ease and unaffected natu
ralness which distinguishes the pathos of Thack
eray is  apparent in his humor and in his entire 
a rt. He is  never gu ilty  of forcing the note. He 
never mistakes force  for humor. He can see the 
oddities of human character, but in rendering

l2C. T. Winchester, Group of English Essayists 
(Hew York; Houghton, M ifflin , and Co.7  1910), p. 79.

l^william Samuel L illy , Four English Humorists 
of the nineteenth century (London; J. Murray,1 8 9 5 ), 
pp. 29-So.



25

them he avoids the temptation to  the grotesque.
There is  a certain balance of mind in Thackeray, 
an old-fashioned dignity of character, very rare 
in imaginative w r ite rs .I4

Dickens, unlike Thackeray, whose s a t ir ic a l at
titude made him dwell on the shams and fo ib le s  of l i f e ,  
looked fo r  the good which he believed to be present 
even in the most degraded form of humanity. A man of 
the lower middle c la ss , Dickens wrote fo r  the people who 

had been less favored with the material wealth of the 
world. Like Homer, he puts the people of his time in 
h is writings, but he te lls  th eir story in a more humor
ous way. His humor is kind, for his philosophy of love, 
his sympathetic tenderness, and his warmth of emotion 
temper his most audacious buffoonery or grotesque ca ri
cature. Dickens’ best humor is  the humor of character. 
He immortalized Mr. Pickwick, whose a c t iv it ie s , along 
with those of Sam Weller and others, were depicted in 
a series of sketches entitled  The Pic k^ick Papers. To 
emphasize the humor of Dickens, William Dawson gives an 
interesting contrast of i t  with that of T o lsto i, such 
as:

. . . . the way in which T olstoi paints a Rus&ian 
prison and the picture Dickens draws of the Mar- 
shalsea. Tolstoi puts into the foreground objects 
which i t  is  brutalizing and degrading even to re
member; he forces his reluctant reader to look on 
the worst kind of foulness; he leaves no element 
of f i l t h  or squalor to im plication, but in s ists  
upon its  catagorical exposure. Dickens, on the

l^William J. Dawson, Mdkers of English Eiction 
(New York: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1905), p. 93.

78255
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contrary, though he had. the keenest cause of hatred 
and abhorrence for the old Marshal sea prison, can 
bring himself to speak of i t  in a kindly temper. .
. . . The absence of humor in Tolstoi makes him an 
optim ist. Each one speaks the truth, the one in 
bitterness, the other in love; tut the larger 
truth is  with Dickens, as the larger truth must a l
ways be with the man of genial v ision . Humor is  
essential to sanity; no sane and entirely  lucid  
vision of l i f e  is  possible without i t .  i t  i s ,  in 
fa c t , a species of grace by which men are saved, 
and the thing from which i t  saves them is  the p it  
of pessimism.15

In the foregoing cross section of the humor of 

England, Shakespeare, Thackeray, Dickens, and Lamb repre
sent a small but choice group. Their humor, though in 
dividual, has like ch a ra cteristics . That of Shakespeare 
and Thackeray, reserved and enhanced by the sparkle of 
w it, might be ca lled  "litera ry  humor." The humor of 
Lamb and Dickens is tolerant and sympathetic. Shake
speare is  a w ell-spring of comic characters; Dickens, 
too, is  a producer of humorous creations. Thackeray and 
Lamb did not create comic characters but their humor, 

respectively , has a mastery of style and genia lity  which 
are the predominant features of that of irv ing . A ll 
these great agents in the diffusion  of mirth throughout 
English and American comic literature have contributed 
to world literatu re selections fu l l  of the human element 
that attracts and holds a l l  readers with ir r e s is t ib le  
charm.

15 I b i d , pp .  1 0 3 -0 4 .
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Humor is  a divine g i f t  bestowed upon mankind.^ 
Having a human quality, i t  has the tendency to adjust 
i t s e l f  to the national and loca l features of the country 
in which i t  grows. Thus American humor, an offspring of 
the humor of England, when transplanted upon new s o i l ,  
and refreshed by the air of the «wide and open spaces,« 
took on a vigorous growth, while retaining some of the 
salient features of i t s  mother, but at the same time 
losing her subtlety and a ir  of refinement, American hu
mor grew h alf-boastfu l and g igantic, in keeping with the 
youthfulness and vastness of i t s  environment.

America’ s s p ir it  of the comic is  sturdy and 
boisterous. America is proud of her humor, i t  charac
terizes her. i t  is  the very essence of her democracy, 
fo r  the te llin g  of ta les and the «swapping of jokes« by 
the pioneers and frontiersmen have been the oxidizing 
force that stab ilized  Her democratic p o lic ie s . She won 
her independence to the tune of »Yankee Doodle,« and 
preserved her unity under the good-humored sagacity of 
Abraham Lincoln; and she w ill  continue to be independent
as long as she can laugh with others and not at them./

The dictum «If one wants to know what a nation 
is  lik e , one should study it s  literature« is  quite true. 
America, the cradle of democracy, over and above a ll  her 
tribulations is  a free and happy land. Her literatu re , 
in general, is  a free and happy record of contented peo
ple. As a resu lt i t  is  not surprising that humor is one



28

of it s  pleasing qu a lifica tion s.
World, lite ra tu re , as was noted, did not make a 

gradual ascent to perfection , but has deviated from high 
to low throughout the centuries. American humor, lik e 
wise, has followed an irregular course, i t  had a n o b le t / 
beginning in Washington Irving, it s  childhood, by v ir 
tue of i t s  parent, was charming and genial; and, even 
though i t  had a picturesque background in America, in 
England, and in Spain, American humor had no national 
vanity, nor did i t  know a difference in race. But i t  
did not always retain this high estate, fo r  American 

humor, which was at one time elevated, c la s s ic , and re

fined, became exaggerated, overspiced with puns, and 
fu l l  of buffoonery.

In fa c t , the United States has been described 
as a free republic fettered  by jokes. This taunt loses 
some of i t s  disparagement when one realizes that humor 
is  of inestimable value, concerning i t  Horace Walpole 
says, "The world is  a comedy to those who think, a trag
edy to those who fe e l" ;  and many others a ttest that the
humorous point of view is  the fa ir e s t  in which to judge

/
the world, for humor sees with uncompromising clearness, 
judges with tolerance and good temper, and keeps a loof 
from the misleading sidelight of pessimism or the w il
fu l blindness of optimism.

Humor preserves socia l virtues, and saves many 
from the p it fa lls  of vanity and self-assurance. And
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since humor has teen analyzed and c la s s if ie d  as a play 
in stin ct, i t  is a f it t in g  attribute fo r  America, which 
in the c iv iliza tio n  of the world is  but a ch ild . She 
has grown up with older brothers and s is te rs , who, with 
a supercilious attitude, have watched her too c lo se ly . 

Nevertheless, the world recognizes the humble Atxaham 
Lincoln as one of the famous men and representative 
Americans.

Lincoln, the s to ry te lle r , has that sense of 
proportion which makes the man o f humor. To be a 
humorist one cannot have a one-track mind. He 
must be like Lincoln. He must know there are not 
merely two sides to  a question, your side and my 
side; there is  also the right side which may be a 
far d ifferen t m atter.I6

Every American boy and g ir l  should know that 

Lincoln tempered m ilitary discipline with humor and ten
der sympathy. «I put i t  up to you,*» he would t e l l  his 
o ffice rs  in charge, "to  decide for yourselves: xf Al
mighty God gives a man a pair of cowardly legs, how can 
he help their running away from him?**; or again, "Well,
I don’ t think shooting w ill do him any good."

In the second quarter of the nineteenth century,
a p r o l i f ic  era of American litera tu re , there appears a

/

divergence of two kinds of humor; One i s of the poetic , 

refined type, and the other tends toward the burlesque. 
Washington Irving, O liver wendell Holmes, and James 
Russell Lowell are among the chief exponents of the 16

16S. W. McCelland, "Dictators Don’ t Laugh," 
V ita l Speeches, VIII (March, 1942), 300-01.
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f i r s t  type. Artemus Ward, Bret Harte, and Mark Twain 
are representative of the second group.

Artemus Ward, the pen name of Charles Farrar 

Browne, a humorous w riter and showman, was imbued with 
the desire to make people happy, and to have them show 
their happiness by laughing. "His finger was ever on 
the pulse of the people. They were always absolutely 
in his power, but he fla ttered  them by appearing to be 
en tirely  in th e ir s ."17 He wrote funny messages for them 
in the newspapers, he talked to tnem, he became a c ir 
cu it lecturer, and gave humorous lectures in which his 
ir re s is t ib le  jokes and shrewd remarks proved him to be 
not only a man of re fle ction  but a lso  a consummate humor
is t .  Rev. H. R. Haweis, who lived  in the time of Artemus 
Ward and heard him lectu re , has this to  say:

He was the natural foe of bigotry, P eck sn iffi- 
anism, and immorality of every kind. There are 
many hard h its at hypocrites, form alists, shams, 
and re lig iou s scoundrels; but throughout the whole 
of his works you w ill not find one sneer at virtue 
or re lig ion , and in spite of broad jokes not quite 
in European taste, there is  not one really loose 
or unguarded thought.18

It  may be said that Artemus Ward could have w rit
ten as his creed: Humor is  the fountain of joy  o f ' l i f e ,  
the refuge from great care and calamity. The humor of 
Artemus was inseparable from his character. He played

17Rev. H. R. Haweis, American Humorists (Hew
York: Funk Wagnalls Co., 1883), pp. 130-32.

18Ibid., p. 133.
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upon his hearers; their laughs preceded his jokes; he 
won their a ffection  by being worthy, shrewd, and lovable.

Mark Twain*s humor, unlike Ward*s, was bro&dly 
comic. It grew steadily broader and rich er until i t  be
came designated as typical American humor, that is ,  "a 
shrewd sense of fa ct expressing i t s e l f  in an in tricate  
confusion of l ite r a l statement and w ild extravagance, 

uttered from no lapse from what seems unmoved gravity 
of manner. Mark Twain reached the peak of his fame

in Huckleberry Finn, which is  not only his masterpiece 
but a masterpiece of world litera tu re . He won praise 
from across the A tlantic. The English styled much of 
his humor "cap ita l fo o lin g ."  while he is  c r it ic iz e d  
fo r  immoderate exaggeration, as in Houghing i t , wherein 
"Jackrabbits are as large as mules," he is highly ac
claimed for the brillian ce  of his wit in recounting in 
cidents and depicting human touches, as fo r  example 
when he wrote;

Take the scenes on the M ississippi in which 
the immortal tr io , Tom Sawyer, Huck Finn, and Jim 
the nigger, play their parts; they are as satu
rated with the sense of our common l i f e  as Ajax 
or the tale of the Samaritan. The author has 
f e l t  the humanity in his triad of heroes as ' 
deeply and humanly as i t  can be f e l t ;  his work
is  sincere and true throughout................ Through
every page we fe e l the d ifference of race, used 
as an a r t is t ic  contrast; but we are conscious of 
something more--of overstepping the chasm, of
abridging the abyss of black and white................
We come to the conclusion long before Huck Finn 19

19Charles Johnston, why the world Laughs (Hew 
York; Harper B ros., 1912), p . 382.
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puts i t  in words that Jim is  a white man in side-- 
as white as we a re .20

Indeed the world has chuckled merrily at the "immortal 

tr io "  and i t  would do w ell to chuckle s t i l l  more in 
these dark days of ra cia l discrimination and to absorb 
the import of Huck Finn’ s idea--that nigger Jim is  a 
"white man in side ."

But the faculty  of e l ic i t in g  a certain love and 
sympathy fo r  urchins, waifs, or vagabonds is not con
fined to the creator of Huckleberry Finn. Bret Harte 
likewise touches the hearts of h is readers with a sort 
of reverence and fondness fo r  unfortunates whose lives  
have teen twisted in worldly society . Bret Harte’ s 
special genius l ie s  not in breaking down race barriers 
but in leveling caste. His sparkling wit l i f t s  the 
rough uncouth exterior that hides a s t r ic t ly  human

heart. What devotion could be found more tender and
*

sincere than that in the heart of the old uncouth gam
bler, "John Oakhurst"? Charles Johnston points out why 
the world enjoys Bret Harte’ s treatment of such charac
ters.

. . . . with Bret Harte . . . .  th is humahizing 
of outcasts, of vagabonds, gamblers, and waifs of 
either sex is  a passion, the dominant quality of 
h is rich  and natural humor. That nameless baby, 
the Luck of Roaring Camp, en lists  our heartiest 
sympathy from the f i r s t ;  so indeed does his d is
reputable mother, we remember and we are conscious 
of a profound satisfaction  in remembering that 
motherhood is  always the same, without regard to

20 I b i d . , p .  133
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race, caste or co lo r , or creed; and with the ex
cess of power in his robust miners, and their fin e  
animal magnetism, as of the primeval out-of-doors, 
comes the quality of humor, like the touching of 
morning sunshine on the red pine stems and the 
granite boulders of the Rockies, where is  their 
home.

«The Outcasts of poker Flats« is  f u l l  of the 
same leveling  quality; a leveling  up not a lev e l
ing down................ There is  a touch of pathos in
this tale too, but rather as a contrast than as a 
primary element; yet the fine fee lin g  is  humor-- 
v ictory, not defeat; not weakness but power.21

Such is  the s k il l  and merit of Bret Harte, a humorist 
whose sympathetic portrayal o f unfortunates and m isfits, 
reveals not only the master touch of humor but the gen
tle cloak of charity . Bret Harte points out v iv id ly  
the true function of humor, namely, that mirth is found 
not in making fun of people but in understanding them.

A ll through the ages humorists have sought to 
attain the true purpose of humor. Those who have been 
s k il l fu l  in securing laughter without a sting have 

stood out in bold r e l ie f  and are usually considered 
representative humorists of an age or country.

The history of humor from early times down to 
the present o ffe rs  a wide f ie ld ,  so that a brief study,
such as has been presented in the foregoing chapters/
merely skims over the high points, and touches those 
writers only whose humor marks them supreme. Moreover, 
since comic characters rather than the comic element 

constitute the dominant note in th is plan, three of the 
most humorous creations of a l l  time--Don Quixote,

21I b i d . , pp . 3 8 2 -8 3
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F a lsta ff, and Tartuffe—have received casual treatment. 
This b r illia n t  tr io  of world laugh-provokers is pre
sented as a sort of standard by which the genius of 

Washington Irving in his comic creations—Rip Van Winkle, 
Wouter Van Tw iller, and Ichabod crane—w ill receive ju st 
evaluation. On the other side of the scale of measure, 
three characters of minor tone ana kindly humor, namely, 
Mr. Pickwick, Tartarin, and Huckleberry Finn, have been 
selected in order that there be a happy medium in the 
gradation of acclaim which Irving ’ s masterpieces of 
comedy might evoke. Lastly, two jo v ia l w riters, Lamb 
and Dickens, representative of ripp ling  and sympathetic 
humor, have been introduced because they suggest the 
same genial qua lities as those of irv ing, whose l i t e r 
ary laughter becomes the theme of the follow ing chapter.



CHAPTER IY

THE GENIAL HUMOR OP WASHINGTON IRVING

in general the humor of Washington Irving is  ̂

warm, cheerful, genial, and sympathetic, consequently 
his prose is  distinguished fo r  i t s  grace and charm, as 
well as excellence of content. Though fu l l  of sparkling- 
fun his works, written for the sole purpose of entertain
ing, are unostentatious, natural, and easy. A gentleman 
in easy circumstances, Washington Irving enjoyed the so
c ia l side of l i f e  with it s  demand fo r  entertainment. He 
stood at the threshold of American l i  teratu re, studying 
society  l i f e  more than school books, frequenting the
theatre more than the church, admiring people more than*
their in stitu tion s, and striving to be a gentleman more 
than a financia l success.

Since a man’ s writings reveal his temperament, 
i t  is  not surprising to find that irving*s biographers 
describe him as a man of genial, kindly nature. He was 
cultivated and polished by reason of his study, travel, 
and contact with the greatest men of his time; and he 
knew how to make friends and how to keep them. The f o l 
lowing excerpt sums up Irving ’ s character;

Irving was . . . .  broadminded, tolerant, ami
able, incapable of envy, quick to forget an a ffron t,

55
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and w illin g  to think the test of humanity. His 
tactfulness was due in part to his large experience 
in l i f e ,  but more to the possession of a nature that 
was sweet, serene, frank, and unsophisticated. For 
Irving was no cou rtier; he could as l i t t l e  f la t te r  
as practice the more odious forms of d ece it. His 
g i f t  of irony and r id icu le , supplemented with an 
extraordinary power of humorous delineation, was 
never abused. It might be said of him, as of an
other great s a t ir is t , that he never in flic te d  a 
wound.

Irving got the most out of l i f e  because he put 
a lot into i t .  He brought a romantic glow to f u l l  rea l
ity . He painted with vivid  word-pictures American and 
European scenes. To the scenes of h is childhood, where 
"the charms of nature have been prodigally lavished,« 
he was happy to ascribe the lure of »storied  and poeti

cal association« of European countries. His rambling' 
propensities along the Hudson, which, without a doubt, 
ended a ll  too soon fo r  him, caused irving to re liv e  his 
youth in the personages of Rip Van winkle and ichabod 
Crane, those comic characters who have become univer

sa lly  loved. Because he loved Hew York and the Hudson 
Valley, some of his greatest works grew out of his devo
tion to them.

With the stories  of Butch l i f e  he conquered a 
new domain. That these stories  remain in their 
f i r s t  and untarnished beauty is  due to irv in g ’ s 
rich humor and «golden s ty le ,«  and to that inde
scribable quality of genius by which i t  l i f t s  it s  
creations out of the lo ca l and provincia l, and 
endows them with a charm which a ll  can understand 
and enj o y . 2

■̂ Leon H. Vincent, a me ri can Literary Masters 
(Hew York: Houghton, M ifflin  & C o.. 1'906') , pp.' I'o-11.

2I b i d . , p .  32.
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With the genuine ch aracteristics of a profes
sional humorist, Irving created beings to unfold cer
tain qualities of his own character, ju st as Rip Van 
Winkle illu stra tes  Irving’ s love of lib e rty . The Gal-v- 
loping Hessian gave a romance to Tarrytown, a place 
which so charmed Irving that la ter  he bought Van Tas
s e l ’ s home and made i t  his permanent residence. W outer 
Van Twiller helps to reveal in an indirect and sympa
thetic way the tragic consequence that comes to a na
tion which le ts  i t s e l f  become decadent. Although Ir

ving said on one occasion that he did not witness "the 
sh ifting scenes of l i fe *  with »the eye of a philoso
pher,» he noted w ell and regretted very much the de
cadence of the sturdy Dutch fam ilies of Hew York; but 
in recounting the story of their degeneration he min
gles wild and sportive nonsense with the cold and 
tragic fa c ts .

From the very start, Irving d irected  much of h is  ̂
humor toward loca l l i fe  in a form of sa tir ica l sketches.
In his in it ia l  w ritings, he contributed humorous 
sketches to The Morning Chronicle, a paper edited by 
h is brother, Peter. These sketches were ligh t satires 
of lo ca l l i f e  and imitated the sketches of the specta

tor , and the T attler. Later he joined with a group of 
young men in the publication of a fortn ightly  period ica l, 
Salmagundi♦ This ran for twenty numbers and the young 
authors became men of note in the town. *In fa c t , the
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pieces in Salmagundi foreshadowed the writer of fluency 
and f e l i c i t y ,  of graciousness and gentleness, the whole

gins drawing character sketches that are c lea r , sharp, 
and humorous. Mr. Ichabod Fungus is  a good example of 
this type of sketch:

Fungus is  one of those fidgeting , meddling 
quidnuncs with which this unhappy c ity  is  pes
tered; one of your "Q, in a coiner fellows,** who 
speaks volumes with a wink--ccnveys most porten
tous information by laying his fin g er  beside his 
nose--and is always smelling a rat in the most 
t r if l in g  occurrence.

Those good-natured papers, that proclaimed the c iv i l is a 
tion of Hew York by making fun of i t ,  give evidence of 
his s ty le , which was even then elegant, harmonious, and^ 
In cis ive ; this style ameliorated in  Knickerbocker H istory, 
sweetened in the best parts of the ske tch Book, and 
reached it s  mellowed maturity in the Alhambra; and, as 
such, i t  was evident in a l l  subsequent w riting.

employed to build up legend; this is  especia lly  true in 
“Rip Van winkle« and "Ichabod Crane.** Countless legends
about ghosts and goblins hung about the c a ts k ill  moun-

/
tains, with the insight of a s k il l fu l  writer,- ’Washing

ton Irving enmeshes his characters in situations and

Saturday Review of L iterature, XXVIII (September 1, 1945),

Washington Irving (New York: P. F. C ollier and Son, 
I904y, V, 26.

world was soon to recognize.**5 In Salmagundi irving be

Character and landscape in the Ske tch Book are

5Saxe Commins, "America’ s F irst Man of L etters,"

^Washington Irving, "Salmagundi," The Works of
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settings that reveal not only the legend peculiar to th e //

place, tut also the particular qualities that enable his
hero to f i t  best in the settin g . Who but Rip would be
thrice-blessed with a termagant w ife, that was

. . . .  continually dinning in his ears about his 
idleness, his carelessness, and the ruin he was 
bringing on the family. Morning, noon, and night, 
her tongue was incessantly going, and everything 
he said or did was sure to produce a torrent of 
household eloquence.5

Of course E ip ^  composition invited the volley from his 
w ife, fo r  he was "one of those happy mortals, of foo lish , 
w ell-o iled  d isposition s, who take the world easy, eat 
white bread or brown, whatever can be got with least 
thought or trouble, and would rather starve on a penny 
than work fo r  a pound.

Irving does not allow Rip to be the sole victim 
in this "fiery  furnace of domestic tr ib u la tion ."  He
creates an ever fa ith fu l friend and co -su fferer, the*
dog, Wolf, who was as hen-pecked as Rip and who was 
looked upon with an "ev il eye" by Dame Van Winkle as the 
cause of h is master*s delinquency. Wolf, too, like h is 
master, sought refuge in the side of the house where he 
was sa fest--the ou ts id e --fo r :

The moment Wolf entered the house, his crest 
f e l l ,  hie ta i l  drooped to the ground or curled be
tween his legs, he sneaked about with a gallows 
a ir , casting many a sidelong glance at Dame Van 
V/inkle, and, at the least flourish  of a broomstick

5Irving, "Rip Van Winkle," 0£. c i t . ,  I , 82.
6I b i d .
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or ladle, he would f ly  to the door with yelping 
p recip ita ti on.7

By this clever delineation of character, irving 
could with impunity readily l i f t  Rip out of sight and 
weave around him the entrancing legend. Sleepy Hollow, 
»one of the quietest places in the whole world*' where 
the murmur of the brook, the tapping of the woodpecker, 
and the whistle of the quail are the only sounds to 

break the s ilen ce , is  a meet setting for the fan tastic 
legend incident to Ichabod Crane’ s disappearance. I r 
ving lu lls  his readers into an atmosphere of l i s t le s s 
ness and repose by casting over them the same »drowsy 
dreamy influence» that hung over Sleepy Hollow; then he 
relates the tale of witchery:

Some say that the place was bewitched by a high 
German doctor during the early days of the s e t t le 
ment; others, that an old Indian ch ie f, the prophet 
or wizard of his tr ib e , held his powpows there be
fore the country was discovered by Master Hendrick 
Hudson.8

He te l ls  how the whole place abounds in »haunted spots» 
and »tw ilight superstitions,» but:

The dominant sp ir it , however, that haunts thiE 
enchanted region, and seems to be commander-m- 
ch ief of a l l  the powers of the a ir , is  the appari
tion of a figure on horseback without a head.' i t  
is  said by some to be the ghost of a Hessian 
trooper, whose head had been carried away by a 
cannonball in some nameless battle during the Revo
lutionary War, and who is  ever and anon seen by 
the country-folk hurrying along in the gloom of

7I b id ., pp. 82-83.

8I b id ., p. 367.
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gnight, as i f  on the wings of the wind.

Indeed no character tut ichatod crane could 

dovetail so humorously with the headless horseman of 
Sleepy Hollow, and here again, Irving shows a master

stroke of s k i l l ;
Crane’ s . . . .  appetite fo r  the marvelous, 

and his powers of digesting i t ,  were equally ex
traordinary; and both have teen increased ty his 
residence in this spellbound region. Ho tale waB 
too gross or monstrous for h is  capacious swallow.
I t  was often h is delight . . . .  to stretch him
se lf  on the rich bed of clover bordering the l i t 
tle  brook that whimpered by his schoolhouse, and 
there con over Mather’ s d ire fu l ta les , until the 
gathering dusk of evening made the printed page a 
mere mist before his eyes. Then as he wended his 
way, by swamp and stream, and awful woodland, to 
the farmhouse where he happened to be quartered, 
every sound of nature, at the witching hour, f lu t 
tered h is excited imagination; the moan of the 
whip-poor-will . . . .  the boding cry of the tree- 
toad . . . .  the dreary hooting of the screech- 
owl . . . .  or the sudden rustling in the thicket 
of birds frightened from their roost. The f i r e 
f l i e s ,  too . . . .  now and then startled  him; 
. . . .  and i f  by chance a huge blockhead of a 
beetle can« winging his blundering f lig h t  against 

• him, the poor varlet was ready to give up the 
ghost, with the idea that he was struck with a 
w itch’ s token. ^

Thus i t  was that Irving contrived a charming 
medium fo r  enriching the imagination of the world with 
his fantastic legendary lo re . The strains of sentiment 
that Irving twined around scenes of endearment and the 

strains of genial humor that gave strength and charm to 
h is anecdotes made a combination, capable of giving a 9 10

9Ib id . , pp. 367-68.
10 I b i d . , pp . 37 2 -73
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magic and universal in terest to whatever he wrote, espe

c ia lly  the History of Hew York and the ske tch Book.
These two books have woven themselves into the hearts 
of readers, who are fascinated by the magic and lure so 
beautifully portrayed in the scenery of the Hudson Val
ley . Therefore, respectively  and subsequently they w il l  
be given an appreciative consideration.

In 1664 Hew Hetherlands was taken by the English. 
In the immediate Anglifying of the te rr ito ry , Port Orange 
became Albany and Hew Amsterdam became Hew York, tut the 

changing of name did not su ffice  in ridding this region 
of i t s  quaint Dutch atmosphere. Consequently, in the 
early nineteenth century Hew York was s t i l l  using Dutch 
commerce and architecture; Hew York was s t i l l  flou rish 
ing under Dutch tradition and aristocracy; and it s  Hud
son Valley, a land picturesque with i t s  canals, wind

m ills , t i le d  roo fs , and nondescript weathercocks, was 
s t i l l  reposing under a mellow coloring of Dutch msnnere 

and cue toms. *■*■
Within three hours a fter  the surrender, a l e 

gion of British beef-fed  warriors poured into Am
sterdam, taking possession of the fo r t  and bat
te r ies . The victory was attended with no other 
outrage than that of changing the name of the 
province and i t s  metropolis, which were hence
forth  denominated Hew York.................The inhabi
tants, according to treaty, were allowed to main
tain quiet possession of their property; but so 
inveterately did they retain their abhorrence of *

*-*-Thomas H. Dickinson, The Making of American 
Literature (Hew York; The Century Co., 193 27", p. 320.
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the B ritish  nation, that in a private meeting of 
the leading c itizen s , i t  was unanimously deter
mined. never to ask any of th eir conquerors to din
n er .12

Nevertheless, there came a change, and "the deathblow to 
these traditions and remainders came from the most lov
ing hand ever extended to chide a f o l l y . w1̂  It  came 
from the hand of Irving, whose magic pen gave to the 
world the Knickerbocker History of Hew York, one of the 
most extraordinary books of humor in the English lan
guage. Young Irving got the inspiration from reading 
A Picture of Hew York by Dr. M itchell, a member of the 
New York H istorica l Society, and with his brother, Peter, 
parodied this book in the form of a comic h istory . 
Scarcely had they begun to w rite, when Peter was ca lled  
to Europe on business, and young Irving was le f t  to work 
alone. By his ingenuity, the success of the book was
due largely to delightfu l advertising and the charming

*

hoax by which it  was introduced, i t  purported to be 
printed from a blotted bundle of papers l e f t  at a New 
York inn by an impecunious beggar answering to the name 
of Diedrich Knickerbocker.

This comic history begins with the follow ing de
scription of this mythical Dutch h istorian :

It  was some time, i f  I r e co lle c t  righ t, in the 
early part of autumn of 1808, that a stranger ap
plied  fo r  lodgings at the independent Columbian

l2irv ing , "Knickerbocker’ s History of New York," 
op. o i t . , IV, 348.

^Dickinson, op. e i t ♦, p. 320.
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Hotel in M ulberry-street, of which I am landlord.
He was a small brisk-looking old  gentleman, dressed 
in a rusty black coat, a pair o f olive velvet 
breeches, and a small cocked hat. He had a few 
gray hairs plaited and clubbed behind, and his 
beard seemed to be of some eight-and-forty hours» 
growth. The only piece of finery  that he bore 
about him, was a pair of square silver shoe- 
buckles, and a l l  his baggage was contained in a 
pair of saddlebags, which he carried  under his arm.
Eis whole appearance was something of the common 
run; and my w ife, who is a very shrewd tody, at 
once set him down for some eminent country school
master.

After this deligh tfu l advertising and unique introduction 

had launched the took and captured the in terest of the 
public, additional information kept pouring in fo r  weeks, 
and so cleverly  was a ll  th is done that many at the time 
believed i t  to be genuine. Their b e lie f was based on a 
h alf-tru th , fo r  occasionally Knickerbocker History is ab-\/ 

solutely  true, tut in general i t  is  a mock-heroic h istory, 
written in the sp ir it  of caricature and broad comedy.
Irving never intended i t  to be designed only as a satire l 
on the Dutch, but rather a satire  on a ffectation  and 
pedantry, and a sa t ir ica l s id eligh t on the p o lit ic s  of 
the day. While i t  extolled  indolence and stupidity as 
virtue of Dutch co lon ists , i t  laughed at hew York City, 
it s  explorers and aldermen, and i t  satirized nati'onal 
types. I t  gave the f i r s t  manifestation of the peculiar,^ 
gay humor of Irving. It  was the f i r s t  American book to 
stand so lid ly  on it s  own fe e t , and i t  was "a singular 

production of genius, the existence of which is ,  we

14 Irving, o£. c i t . , IV, 9.
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believe, almost en tirely  unknown on this side of the At
la n tic .

Irving wove the chronicle of Mew York City dur-  ̂
ing the reign of it s  three Dutch governors—Wouter Van 
Tw iller, the Doubter; William, the testy; and Peter 

Stuyvesant, the Headstrong--into this genial travesty, 
the Knickerbocker H istory. Among these governors is 
found Irving’ s f i r s t  great comic character, wouter Van 
Twiller, whose ancestry is  deligh tfu lly  recorded by Ir 
ving him self;

The renowned Wouter (or Walter) Van Twiller 
was descended from a long line of Dutch burgomas
ters, who had successfu lly dozed away their liv es , 
and grown fat upon the bench of magistracy in 
Rotterdam; and who had comported themselves with 
such singular wisdom and proprietry, that they 
were never either heard or talked o f—which, next 
to being universally applauded, should be the am
bition  of a l l  sage magistrates and ru lers.

Wouter Van Tw iller, like his ancestors, repre
sents a vice or fo l ly  exposed for r id icu le . He is the 
very essence of indolence and stupidity, a heritage which, 
unfortunately, characterized a whole countryside, in 
character he is quite the opposite to the ambitious Don
Quixote. He is  not so dangerous as Tartuff, nor is he/
so clever in hiding behind a shield of pretense. Like 
the «ton of mirth" that F a lsta ff is ,  Van Twiller is  the 
embodiment of the humor of grotesqueness, fo r : * 16

^-^Robert L. Blackwood, «On the Writings of 
Charles Brockton Brown and Washington irv in g ," Black
wood’ s Edinburgh Magazine, VI (February, 1820), 554.

16lrving, 0£. c i t . , IV, 107.
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Tiie person of this illu s tr iou s  gentleman was 
as regularly formed, and nobly proportional, as 
though i t  had been moulded by the hands of some 
cunning Dutch statuary, as a model of majesty and 
lord ly  grandeur. He was exactly five  fe e t  six  
inches in height, and s ix  fe e t  fiv e  inches in c i r 
cumference. His head was a perfect sphere, and of 
such stupendous dimensions, that Dame Nature, with 
a l l  her sex’ s ingenuity, would have been puzzled 
to construct a neck capable of supporting i t ;  where
fore she wisely declined the attempt, and settled  
i t  firm ly on the top of his backbone, ju st between 
the shoulders. His body was of an oblong form par
ticu larly  capaoious at the bottom, which was wisely 
ordered by Providence, seeing that he was a man of 
sedentary habits, and very averse to the id le  la 
bor of walking. His legs though exceedingly short, 
were sturdy in proportion to the weight they had 
to sustain; so that when erect he had not a l i t t l e  
the appearance of a robustious beer-barrel, stand
ing on skids. His face , that in fa llib le  index of 
the mind, presented a vast expanse, perfectly  un
furrowed or deformed by any of those lin es and an
gles which disfigure the human countenance with 
what is  termed expression. Two small gray eyes 
twinkled in the midst, lik e  two stars of lesser 
magnitude in the hazy firmament; and his fu l l - fe d  
cheeks, which seemed to  have taken to l l  of every
thing that went into his mouth, were curiously 
mottled and streaked with dusky red, lik e  a Spit- 
zenberg apple. *

With such deligh tfu l humor as this and with suchj/ 
a f ic t io n a l sparkle, Irving made his history a liv e .
This lightness of touch and blitheness of fancy caused 
hie Knickerbocker History to mark an epoch in American 
litera tu re . Behind this landmark in our literature lay 
the long years of Colonial dullness, and before i t  
stretched the path follow ed by w riters of today. Wouter 

Van Tw iller, who takes his place among the comic charac
ters of the world, was born in this amusing h istory , as

17 I b i d . , pp . 108-09
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his incongruities m ultiply, his humor increases, Mr. 
Knickerbocker describes him adequately:

His habits were as regular as his person. He 
took hi a four stated meals, appropriating exactly 
an hour to each. He smoked and doubted eight hours, 
and he slept the remaining twelve of the four-and- 
twenty. such was the renowned Wouter Van Twiller — 
a true philosopher, f o r  his mind was either e le 
vated above, or tranquilly se ttled  below the cares 
and the perp lex ities of this world. He had lived 
in i t  for years, without fee lin g  the least curi
osity to know whether the sun revolved i t ,  or it  
revolved around the sun; and he watched for  at 
least half a century, the smoke curling from his 
pipe to the ce ilin g , without once troubling his 
head with any of those numerous theories, by 
which a philosopher would have perplexed his 
brain, in accounting fo r  i t s  rising above the sur
rounding atmosphere.1©

Like his regular habits, the pipe of wouter Van 
Twiller, except when he slept or ate, was inseparable 
from him. On f i r s t  acquaintance, he is  seen curling 
smoke from his pipe to the ce ilin g . Upon further fam il
ia r ity  one finds ttin this stately chair would he s it , 
and this magnificent pipe would he smoke,» or he »smoked 
for half an hour without saying a word, " and by "laying 
his finger beside his nose, and shutting his eyes f  or a 
moment, with the a ir  of a man who had ju st caught a sub
tle idea by the t a i l ,  he slowly took his pipe from his

/
mouth, and puffed forth  a column of tobacco smoke." So 
l i f e  passed on peacefully and uselessly fo r  Van Twiller, 
until one day he and his pipe snuffed out simultaneously.

"His peaceful soul having escaped in the last

18I b i d . , p .  109.
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w h iff,«  i t  now walks in s p ir it  in the minds of men, espe

c ia lly  i f  they have the mind of an aristocratic turn, 
that is ,  a mind that likes the fin er  things of l i f e .  
Washington Irving was himself of this type. An a r isto 
crat w ill  not overlook the fa c t  that a large stratum of 
scholarship based upon wide reading l ie s  beneath his 
sport, and that a large part of rrving’ s humor is  a 
simple overflowing of fun, for Irving ’ s heart seems to 
glow with warmth toward those beset by incongruities and 

absurdities. His playful humor in describing «the tragic 
death of' a fa t  l i t t l e  schepen—who actually died of suf
focation , in an unsuccessful attempt to force a laugh at 
one of the burgermeester Van Zandt’ s best jokes«; his 
w itty reference to the aldermen, who dined so lu s tily  on 
oysters and tu rtles that they acquired «the a ctiv ity  of 
the one, and the waddle of the other«; his genial sym
pathy fo r  housewives, who «were a kind of amphibious ani

mal, delighting exceedingly to be dabbling in water« — a ll  
combined to dispense laughter throughout the pages of a 
book, whose very t it le  connotes dullness and ennui.

For the present-day reader, who would have a
t

smile play about his lip s  and then broaden until i t  
breaks into a chuckle, there are passages of rippling 
humor that concern minor characters, such as the com
mander of Fort Goed Hoop, the gallant Jacobus Van Cur- 
le t .

O le wasl a most doughty so ld ie r , of that stomach
fu l  c la ss  of which we have such numbers on parade
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days—who are famous fo r  eating a ll  they k i l l .  He 
was of a very so ld ierlik e  appearance, and would 
have been an exceedingly t a l l  man had his legs been 
in proportion to his body; but the la tter  being 
long, and the former uncommonly short, i t  gave him 
the uncouth appearance of a ta ll  man's body mounted 
upon a l i t t l e  man’ s legs. He made up fo r  this 
turnspit construction of body by throwing his legs 
to such an extent when he marched, that you would 
have sworn he had on the iden tica l seven-league 
boots of the far-famed /ack  the g ia n t-k ille r ; and 
so astonishing high did he tread, on any great 
military occasion, that his sold iers were often
times alarmed, le s t  he should trample him under- 
fo o t .M

Lovers of fun, who search through the book fo r  other 
characters as humorous as Van Curlet, w ill  find them 
cunningly associated with mirth-provoking ideas and lu d i
crous episodes.

Among those who have offered cr itic ism  on the 
humor of the History of Hew York, two are worth citin g  
as exem plification of d iffe ren t viewpoints; the one 
looks at the history with a smile and the other with a 
scowl. Leon H. Vincent, in h is American Literary Mas
te r s , considers Irving one of the great litera ry  come

dians, and says of the Knickerbocker History that in i t  
i s  found "a world of amusement that can be had for  the
asking." Hot a l l  readers, he maintains, w ill  find equal/
interest in the same things, some w ill enjoy the sly 
thrusts at current p o l it ic s ;  others w ill laugh at the 
boisterous fun; others s t i l l  who have keener in te lle c t  
w il l  smile pleasantly at the iron ica l philosophy; cut

19I b i d . , p . 146.
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a ll  w il l  cherish, »the quaint pictures of smug and drowsy 
comfort«; a ll  w il l  view with wonder the »broad bottomed 
burghers» and even sophisticated youth w i l l  marvel at 
the sim plicity  and credulity  of »demure Dutch damsels 
wooed by inarticu late lovers smoking long p ip es .»20 2

On the other hand, Henry S. Canby seems to la c k / 
the ro llick in g  sense of humor that xrving anticipated in 
the minds of his readers. One must have a sympathetic 
and receptive attitude of mind in order that the humor 
in Knickerbocker History be appreciated or even under
stood. «poe and Lowell,« Canby says, "could understand 
i t  though not each other, Whitman could n o t."  Readers 
of Canby’ s book Classic Americans must wonder i f  Canby 

himself understood the humorous touches in Knickerbocker 
H istory. He flin g s  a series of epithets at i t ;

g t  is j erudite, polished, suave, antibourgeois, 
a satire  upon the unromantic, an attack upon democ
racy, a challenge to a ll  idealogies, pedants, mor
a lis t s ,  fan atics, a lampoon on besotted commercial
ism stands at the head of Federalist l ite ra tu re .2^

But apart from the serious view that this c r i t i c  
takes, any reader who s its  down to the History of Knicker
bocker in a sympathetic frame of mind w ill  find himself 
amply repaid with sc in t illa tin g  fun and, in many cases, 
with hearty laughter, i t  is  evident that c r it ic s  like 
Canby look fo r  works of profound thought and restrained

20Vincent, o£. c i t . ,  pp. 14-15.

2lHenry S. Canby, class ic  Americans (Hew York; 
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1951), p .“ §¥I
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humor, but i t  must not be forgotten  that from the outset 
Knickerbocker History was but a parodied creation, as 
has been indicated, and that i t  was but the expression / 
of Irving ’ s youthful effervescence.

Irving wrote this humorous extravagansa at a time 
when few writers dared to detour from the stra ight and 
narrow road o f convention into the broad and free high
way of laughter. But Irving strode along uninhibited 
by literary  n iceties  and rhetorica l in terd icts and pro
duced a book of fun, the History of Hew York, under the 
protection of the pseudonymous author, Diedrich Knicker
bocker. The merriment associated with wouter Van Twil- 
le r , who puffed out his l i f e  with the last puff of his 

pipe; the laughter that ripp les at the last great stride 
of William, the Testy, who tried  to catch a swallow by 
sprinkling sa lt on i t s  t a i l ;  and the chuckle that stops 
short when peter Stuyvesant desires more empires to make 
desolate—a ll  these likewise reverberate through the 
scenes, incidents, and characters of Irving ’ s two great 
masterpieces of humor: "Rip Van Winkle" and »The Legend 
of sleepy Hollow.» /

'Whoever has made a voyage up the Hudson must 
remember the Kaatskill mountains»; and whoever has had 
the privilege to read Irving ’ s Sketch Book must remember 

Rip Van Winkle. This lovable character, who appeared 
upon the pages of American f ic t io n  in 1819, and who be
came a dramatic figure on the American stage in 1828,
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has been enj oyed by a vast number of the reading and 
theatre-going public ever since. Although Irving did 

not produce a play about Rip Van Winkle, he has to ld  the 
story of him so well that the comedy of Rip enacts i t 
se lf in the subconscious mind of the reader as a pano

ramic view of the environment and wanderings of this 
vagabond. In this mental impression the barometric moun
tains, with their everchanging hues, and the l i t t l e  Dutch 
weather cocked v illage  nestling below augment the beauty 
of the scene; while clamoring village children, the gar
rulous spouse, and the dog, w olf, close at the master’ s 
heels comprise the ch ief actors. As the scenes unfold, 
the reader beholds Rip, gun on shoulder and dog at heels, 
trudging his way up the mountain. Then the scene changes, 
as » if  by magic,» and the solemn nine-pin players appear. 
The reader gasps as Rip quaffs the fa ta l liquor; then 
there follow  the sleep, the awakening, the bewilderment, 
the return, and at la s t  the recogn ition --a ll appearing 
in an entrancing fin a le , out of which the reader must 
likewise awaken and emerge from the enchantment of the 
story.

The environment, next to the vagabond him self, 
is  dearest to the heart of Irving. His »Kaatskill» moun

tains, "swelling to a noble height» with «magical shapes 
and hues» and »hood of gray vapors . . . .  like a crown 
of g lo ry ,»  are not ordinary, but they are »fa iry moun

ta ins." His Hudson, "lord ly" and "m ajestic," re fle c ts
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the heavens or lu lls  the "lagging Bark" to sleep on its  
"glassy bosom." Irving pictures the deep and eerie ra
vine, i t s  lo fty  rocks, i t s  perpendicular precip ices, and 
i t s  impending trees with striking imagery.

So much was Irving charmed by the picturesque in 
scene and in character that he placed comic characters 
in his beloved Valley of the Hudson, and enshrouded them 
there in charm and legend. He even adapted the charac
ter of one of them, Rip Van Winkle, to the drowsy atmos
phere of the C atskills. Rip, with an "aversion to a ll  
kinds of profitable la b or ," could "s it  on a wet rock 
. . . .  a l l  day without a murmur, even though he should 
not be encouraged by a sing le  n ibble"; or, being "one of 
those happy mortals . . . .  who take the world easy," 
could "have whistled l i f e  away in perfect contentment." 
The physical environment of Rip Van Winkle is  an essen

t ia l  element in bringing out the qu a lities that make him 
a comic character. These qualities manifest themselves 
as one rambles along with Rip, who was f i r s t  of a ll  a 
simple, good-natured fellow  —two outstanding qualities 
of any comic character. His meekness of sp irit  enabled

t

him to bow down in obeisance under the excoriating a t
tacks of a ribald tongue. Oddly enough, Irving does not 
make Rip bow down, but instead makes him "shrug his 

shoulders, shake his head, cast up his eyes, and say 
nothing," and take to the outside — the safety zone of 
his earthly mansion.
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When driven from home, Rip sought consolation in 
a »club of the sages, philosophers, and other id le  per- 
sonnages," where he consoled himself by taking part in 
“relating endless sleepy stories  about nothing." But 
even from this «stronghold*» Rip was routed by the v itu 
perations of h is w ife. Sometimes when the refuge from 
his w ife ’ s tongue fa ile d  him and the c a l l  of the woods 
rang out to him assuring him of a safe retreat from the 

“labor of the farm and the clamor of his w ife ,"  he would 
take his gun and s t r o l l  away to the kindly trees; there 
he would settle  himself at the fo o t  of one, "and share 
the contents of his w allet with Wolf, with whom he sym
pathized as a fe llow -su fferer in persecution." "poor 
W olf, n he would say, according to  Irving, "thy mistress 
leads thee a dog’ s l i f e  of i t ;  but never mind my lad, 
w hilst I live  thou shall never want a friend to stand by 

thee." The wag of the dog’ s ta i l ,  the kindly sympathetic 
look in the dog’ s eyes, assured Rip that they were one in 
sorrow as well as mind and heart.

I t  was on an escapade such as this that Rip heard 
a strange voice ca llin g  him into the land of the unknown.

i

Meek and humble as ever, Rip, his knees knocking together, 

obeyed the stranger in "fear and trembling," and waited 
upon the weird company, as Rip "was naturally a thirsty 
soul" he stole a sip from the keg. One taste provoked 

another, and he reiterated  his v is it s  to the flagon so 
often "that his senses were overpowered, and he f e l l
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into a deep sleep .» Years ro lled  on, Rip at la s t  awakened 

from twenty years of sleep to fin d  himself perplexed, in 
a s t i l l  more perplexed community. Besolateness overcom

ing his connubial fears, he ca lled  for  his w ife , but s i 
lence reigned everywhere. Lost in a haze o f bewilderment 
of strange faces and sights Rip "with his long grizzled 
beard, his rusty fowling piece, his uncouth dress, and 
the army of women and children at his heels" exclaims:

" I ’ m not myself; I ’m somebody e lse . That’ s me 
yonder. Uo, that’ s somebody else got into my 
shoes. I was myself last night; but i  f e l l  asleep 
on the mountain; and they’ ve changed my gun; and 
everything’ s changed; and I ’ m changed; and l  can’ t 
t e l l  what’ s my name, or who I amt"22

After a session of unraveling and explaining,
Rip is  reinstated again in h is own haunts, but he cannot 
adjust himself to the times nor to the hustle and bustle 
around him.

Such is the comic creation that one cherishes 
in the repertoire of mental humor, and such is  the one 

that Irving seems to cherish too, fo r  the vagabond holds 
a place dear to his heart as a symbol of a l i f e  of l i b 
erty, o f travel, and of sightseeing, in other words, a 
l i f e  sim ilar to his own. This idea that Rip might be 
Irving himself finds expression in a passage by Russell 
Blankenship:

Many have commented upon the fa ct that the 
ne’ er-do-w ell Rip might be the author himself in 
a thin disguise. The likeness is  heightened at

22l r v i n g ,  o £ .  o i t . , I ,  8 3 .
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the very end, when Rip is  amazed at the change 
from a placid l i f e  of pre-revolutionary days to 
the bustling, hurrying l i f e  of a Yankee v illage  
with bedraggled p o litic ia n s  vociferously  seeking 
the votes of the crowd. Rip is s lig h tly  be
wildered, s ligh tly  displeased. So was Irving.
He was never quite reconciled  to the change from 
a picturesque l i f e  to one of noise and business. 3

Irving should not be censured too strongly, how
ever, fo r  his aversion to »noise and business,» fo r  what 
man, woman, or ch ild  has not, at some time or other, 
like  Rip Van Winkle, wanted to  get away from the turmoil 
of l i fe  by wandering o ff to some enchanted spot and tak
ing a lengthy sleep? What person has not upon the re co l
lection  of the c la ss ic  words; »Does nobody here know Rip 
Van Winkle?” said to him self, »Rip Van Winkle! Oh, yes,
I am h e .” I f  he cannot answer the question thus, he is 
one who has been able to live  according to  his own 
standards without having to protest against the r e s tr ic t 
ing lib e r t ie s  circumscribed. He is  one who liv es  in a*
society  in which the pulpit expression « tr ia ls , tribu la
tions, and v iciss itud es" has not become tr it e .

The story of Rip Van Winkle is  so simple and so 
d irect that one may read i t  through without rea lizing  
i t  is  a masterpiece. The fa ct  that i t  was based upon an 
old German legend may account fo r  i t s  sim plicity and d i
rectness of s ty le . Irving by a stroke of genius pre

serves in the story the quality of the fo lk ta le  and at 22

22Russell Blankenship, American Literature (hew 
York; Henry Holt and Company, 1951) , pp. 248-49 .



57

the same time produces a humorous piece of litera ry  art.
In an intriguing way he makes use of the comedy of con
trast to enhance h is humor, i t  is  interesting to note 
the contrast in the behaviour of the dog Wolf, while 
out in the woods he was '‘courageous" and happy to  show 
his love by "wagging his ta i l  and looking w istfu lly  into 
his master*s fa c e ,"  but in the presence of their common 
enemy his manner assumed the atmosphere of the queen of 
the mansion, f o r - -

The moment Wolf entered the house his crest 
f e l l ,  h is ta il  dropped to the ground, or curled be
tween his legs, he sneaked about with a gallows a ir , 
casting many a sidelong glance at Dame Van Winkle, 
and at the least flou rish  of a broomstick or lad le , 
he would f ly  to the door with yelping precip ita tion . 24

So too conditions before and a fter  the war are 
contrasted by simply changing the name of the innkeeper 
from Hicholas Vedder to Jonathan D oo little , or by sup
plementing a l i f e  of leisure fo r  one of hustle and bustle. 
The author also draws a subtle contrast when Rip is  tour
ing the v illage looking for old landmarks, and finds near 
his old resort, the Dutch inn, not the stately  tree that 
sheltered him, but a "strange incomprehensible sign ."

He recognized on the sign, however, the ruby 
face of King George, under which he had smoked 
many a peaceful pipe; but even th is was singu
larly  metamorphosed. The red coat was changed 
fo r  one of blue and buff, a sword was held in 
the hand instead of a sceptre, the head was 
decorated with a cocked hat, and underneath

2 4 l r v i n g ,  0£ .  c i t . , I ,  8 2 -8 3 .
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was painted in large characters, GENERAL 
WASHINGTON.25 26

But the subtlest contrast of a ll  is expressed in that 
"species of despotism under which Rip long had groaned-- 

in petticoat government" giving way to freedom. He had 
got his neck out of the yoke of matrimony, and that in
deed was a contrast to the despotism of Dame Van Winkle.

Irving, by a stroke of genius, recreated the 
" l i t t l e  world" of the Hudson V alley, and colored i t  with 
the undying hues of romance. By painting word-pictures 
of the Dutch manners and customs of the early time, 
again and again, he made the shores of the Hudson and 
the islands of New York Harbor c la ss ic  ground; and he 
made his conception of Dutch l i f e  in the New World a 
tradition  of the highest poetic value. His two master
pieces of Dutch l i f e ;  "Rip Van Winkle" and "Legend of 
Sleepy Hollow" are small in quantity tut large in qual
i ty . Like a great a rt is t , who can paint an excellen t 

picture on a small canvas, Irving can produce a master 
landscape and a h is to r ic  people in a small lite ra ry  
volume, making the story of Rip Van winkle and other 
selections in the sketch B ook--all in their several 
ways— "very exquisite and c la ss ica l pieces of writing, 
alike honorable to the in te lle c t  and the heart of their 
author. "26

25Ib id . , p. 90.
26Blackwood, 0£. c i t . , p. 554.
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The theme of «Rip Van Winkle” was an old world 
echo metamorphosed by h is genius into a primal story that 
w il l  survive as long as the Hudson flows or the thunder 
reverberates through the Catskills. Its  motive was a 
man’ s supernatural sleep through years that transformed 
h is native v illage from an ancient to a modern community. 
In "The Legend of sleepy Hollow” Irving makes a headless 
horseman play a mock-heroic part. In both of these hu
morous fantasies Irving has adapted old tales to new 
settings in the valley of the Hudson so gracefu lly  and 
so seasonably that the repercussions from the bowling of 
the spectral Dutchmen s t i l l  reverberates in the Cats
k i l ls ,  and the galloping of the Hessian carries a romance 
to Tarry town.

«The Legend of sleepy Hollow« is  the t it le  of

Irving’ s second gem of humor. Like Poe’ s power of ono-*
matopoeia, Irving ’ s s k il l  in enveloping the reader with 
the desired atmosphere by means of a simple phrase or 
even a word is  in i t s e l f  a stroke of genius. The t i t le  
Sleepy Hollow creeps upon the reader like ancient Mor
pheus and prepares him for the drowsy, shadowy setting 
into which Irving ushers his masterpiece of incongru
i t ie s ,  Ichabod crane.

Sleepy Hollow nestles among the high h il ls  that 

overlook Tarrytown, a rural port on the eastern shore of 
the «lordly  Hudson.« The silence that pervades tnis 
l i t t l e  valley is bewitching. Irving considers this
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"sabbath s t illn e ss "  a requisite attribute fo r  the legend 
in which Ichabod Crane is  to  play a humorous ro le . A8 
already indicated, Irving uses the picturesque in land
scape and in atmospheric delineation to augment both in
cidents and characterization in his story.

By the magic of his pen, Irving spreads a pall 
of enchantment or a bewitching sp ell over the hollow.
Sven the good people of the place are "given to a ll 
kinds of marvelous b e lie fs " ; they "hear music and voices 
in the a ir ,"  and the entire neighborhood is certain tnat 
in this hollow "nightmare, with her whole n in e-fo ld , 
seems to make i t  the favorite  scene of her gambols."
But the worst terror of the night is  the ghost of the 
Hessian trooper that haunts not only the valley and the 

adjacent roads but also the v ic in ity  of the church nearby. 
Indeed,

. . . .  the most authentic historians of those 
parts, who have been carefu l in co lle ctin g  and c o l 
lating the floa tin g  fa cts  concerning this specter, 
a llege that, the body of the trooper having been 
buried in the churchyard, the ghost rides forth  to 
the scene of battle in nightly quest of h is head; 
and that the rushing speed with which he sometimes 
passes along the hollow, like a midnight blast, is 
owing to his being belated, and in a hurry to get 
tack to the churchyard before daybreak.27

Irving not only casts his dreamy sp ells  upon the inhabi
tants of Sleepy Hollow, but upon everyone who enters i t .

However wide awake they may have been before 
they entered that sleepy region, they are sure,

27 I r v i n g ,  £ £ .  c i t . ,  I ,  1 4 3 -4 4 .
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in a l i t t l e  time, to inhale the witching in flu 
ence of the a ir , and begin to grow imaginative, 
to dream dreams, and see apparitions,28

Such then is  the receptive attitude that frving 
creates in the reader*s mind, before he ushers in his 
comic character, ichabod Crane. There is  uniqueness in 
Irv ing ’ s treatment of ichabod. Usually a comic charac
ter makes people laugh by what he says and how he says 
i t ,  but Ichabod seldom speaks except in the authorita
tive voice of the schoolmaster; however, he sings, and 
in a way that echoes laughter. Sometimes in the witch

ing tw ilight hour when the r e a lit ie s  of «old Mather’ s 
d irefu l ta les" come crushing down upon him, he would 
calm those haunting memories by singing psalms;

. . . .  and the good people of sleepy Hollow, 
as they sat by their doors of an evening, were o f
ten f i l l e d  with awe at hearing hie nasal melody,
"in linked sweetness long drawn out," floa tin g  
from the distant h i l l  or along the dusky road.28 29

In fa ct i t  is in connection with a song that 
Ichabod’ s path was beset by a "being that causes more 
perplexity to mortal man than ghosts, goclin s, and the 
whole race of witches put together, and that was—a
woman." This woman was Katrina Van Tassel who came/

one evening in each week to receive his instruc
tion in psalmody. . . . .  the daughter and only 
ch ild  of a substantial Dutch farmer, she was a 
blooming lass of fresh eighteen; plump as a par
tridge; ripe and melting and rosy-cheeked as one 
of her father’ s peaches; and universally famed,

28Ibid . , p. 144.

29Ib id ., p. 148.
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not merely fo r  her beauty, but her vast expecta
tion s .5©

Ichabod was no mean songster in his own estim ation. On 
Sundays he perched himself in a foremost positron in the 
church gallery ,

where in his own mind he completely carried away 
the palm from the parson, certain i t  i s ,  his 
voice resounded far  above the rest of the congre
gation; and there are peculiar quavers s t i l l  to be 
heard in that church, and which may even be heard 
a half a mile o f f ,  quite to the opposite side of 
the m ill pond, on a s t i l l  Sunday morning, which 
are said to be legitim ately descended from the 
nose of Ichabod Crane.3^

Not only in song, but also in dance, does icha- 
bod shine. Among the many incongruities that render 
mortals funny, dancing, i f  i t  be not commensurate with 
the grace i t  connotes, is  the fu n n iest--to  the onlooker. 
But the sage of Sleepy Hollow considered himself an 
a rtis t  in those rhythmic contortions. Irving gives a
pen-picture of him in action , fo r  instance,*

Ichabod prided himself upon his dancing as much 
as upon his vocal powers. Not a limb, not a fib re  
about him was id le ; and to have seen his loosely  
hung frame in motion, and cla tterin g  about the room, 
you would have thought St. Vitus him self, that 
blessed patron of the dance, was figuring before 
you in person.32

Dancing or singing ichabod is  the object of in terest for 
any lover of fun, but the humor like the dance a ffected  
every fibre  of this "odd mixture of small shrewdness and * 51

30lb id ., p. 150.
51Ib id . , p. 147. 
5gIb id . , p. 162.
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simple cred u lity ," who «tarried" in the v icin ity  of 
Sleepy Hollow for the purpose of instructing the children. 
One fa ct  alone precedes his introduction; he comes as a 
schoolmaster from Connecticut, a state which, irving m 
h is exhilarating humor intimates, produced men engaged 
in the same line of endeavor, namely woodsmen and school 
teachers.

Irving unrolls a panorama of incidents as he 
presents Ichabod to the reader. No portrayal of Crane’ s 
in it ia l  appearance can compete with that of the author’ s 
own:

He was t a l l ,  tut exceedingly lank, with narrow 
shoulders, long arms and leg s , hands that dangled 
a mile out of his sleeves, fe e t  that might have 
served fo r  shovels, and his whole frame most loosely 
hung together. His head was small, and f la t  at top, 
with huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long 
snipe nose, so that i t  looked like a weathercock, 
perched upon his spindle neck, to t e l l  which way the 
wind blew. To see him strid ing along the p ro file  of 
a h i l l  on a windy day, with his clothes tagging and 
flu tterin g  about him, one might have mistaken him 
fo r  the genus of famine descending upon the earth, 
or eome scarecrow' eloped from the corn fie ld .*^

In the realm of in te lle ctu a l sway Ichatod Crane 
lorded i t  over his pupils. And while his behaviour mer
ited  for  him the t i t le  "flogger of urchins" there lurked

1

a gentle streak in his composition that switched the rod 
of ju stice  from the back of the weak to that of a more 
sturdy strain;

Your mere puny str ip lin g  that winced at the 
least flourish  of the rod, was passed by with

55Ib ld .,  p. 145.
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indulgence; tut the claims of ju s t ice  were sa t is 
f ie d  by in fl ic t in g  a double portion on some l i t t l e ,  
tough wrong-headed, broad-skirted Dutch urchin, who 
sulked and swelled and grew dogged and sullen be
neath the b irch .34

Irving embellishes each scene as his ichabod
moves through the panorama. The gray tombstones take
on l ife lik e  tones as Ichabod Crane, «peculiarly happy
in the smile of a l l  the country damsels,« would tenderly
entertain them between services of Sundays, «reciting
fo r  their amusement a ll  the epitaphs on the tombstones.«
But this man of le tte rs  had an eye to the savory side of
l i f e .  "While he had a so ft  and foo lish  heart toward the
fa ir  sex, he had a so fte r  one fo r  the comforts of the

cupboard" associated with these damsels, fo r  "he was a
huge feeder, and though lank, had the dilating powers of
an anaconda." How often did his mouth water as

he ro lled  his great green eyes over the fa t meadow 
lands, the rich  f ie ld s  of wheat, of rye, of buck
wheat, and Indian corn, and the orchards burdened 
with ruddy fr u it , which surrounded the warm tene
ment of Van Tassel, h is heart yearned a fter  the 
damsel who was to inherit these domains . . . .
Hay, his busy fancy already realized  his hopes, 
and presented to him the blooming Katrina, wi th a 
whole family of children, mounted on the top of a 
wagon loaded with household trumpery, with pots 
and kettles dangling beneath; and he beheld him
se lf  bestriding a pacing mare, with a co lt  at her 
heels, setting out fo r  Kentucky, Tennessee, or 
the Lord knows where.35

Since Katrina is  the sole heir to the Van Tassel estate, 
the one great object of ichabod’ s l i f e  is  to win her

3*Ib id ., p. 146.
35ifcid., pp. 151-52
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heart.

Irving adds a l i t t l e  turbulence to the scene, 
which from now on portrays Ichabod*s encounters with the 
Headless Horseman. It appears that the schoolmaster had 
a formidable competitor in love, the “burly, roaring, 
roystering, Brora Bones,« so -ca lled  «from h is Herculean 
f  rame."

This rantipole hero had for some time singled 
out the blooming Katrina fo r  the object of h is un
couth ga llantries, and though h is amorous toyings 
were something like the gentle caresses and en
dearments of a bear, yet i t  was whispered that she 
did not altogether discourage his hopes. ®

But Ichabod nothing daunted made frequent v is its  to Ka

trina ’ s home. The s p ir it  of perseverance mixed with the
e la s t ic ity  of h is make-up egging him on to pursue hie
quest, is  w ell described by the author;

he was in form and s p ir it  lik e  a supple-jack— 
yield ing , but tough; though he bent, he never broke; 
and though he bowed beneath the s ligh test pressure, 
yet, the moment he was away--jerk! He was as erect, 
and carried his head as high as ever.^7

The learned suitor chose to circumvent the «redoubtable
Brom Bones« by capturing one of the «thousand avenues" 
leading to Katrina’ s heart and the result was a "deadly 
feud" materializing between the r iv a ls . Bones resolved 
to "double the schoolmaster up, and lay him on a shelf 
of his own schoolhouse. " The wily ichabod kept on the 
a lert to avoid such a fa te , but he unwittingly f e l l  into

56Ib id . , p. 154. 
57I bid. , pp. 154-55.
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a trap that proved hie undoing. A quilting party at 
Katrina’ s home was the occasion of ichatod’ s either 
weakening of or slackening of v igilance, irv in g  calms, 
fo r  the moment, his reader’ s anxiety fo r  the safety of 
the “preceptor of Sleepy Hollow“ by photographing icha- 
bod in his gayest sp ir its  as he accelerates school tasks 
and hurries up his t o i le t ,  "brushing and furbishing up 
his best, and indeed only su it of rusty black, and ar
ranging his looks by a b it of broken looking-glass, that 
hung up in the schoolhouse.«  Or again, irving pictures 

him the “suitable fig u re“ on a steed:
He rode forth  v/ith short stirrupE, which brought 

his knees nearly to the pommel of the saddle; his 
sharp elbows stuck out like grasshoppers’ ; he car
ried his whip perpendicularly in h is hand, like  a 
sceptre, and, as his horse jogged on, the motion 
of his arms was not unlike the flapping of a pair 
of wings.3®

Rippling humor accompanies each scene from the 
schoolhouse to the party, where Ichabod was doing “ample 
ju stice  to every dainty" for  he was an appreciative sort 
of fellow  “whose heart d ilated  in proportion as his skin 
was f i l l e d  with good ch eer.“

However, the hour had come fo r  Ichatod’ s doom./
On his return home he was encountered by what he so of
ten dreaded— the Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow, tut 
who in rea lity  was his vengeful r iv a l Brom Bones. Icha
bod departs from sleepy Hollow as s ilen tly  as he entered
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i t ,  tut he leaves behind, on the scene, a tra it  of 
laughter that only Irving could paint.

/



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

In the couree of research for this paper the 
w riter found several reasons for designating the comic 
characters of Washington Irving as a d is tin ct  contribu
tion to world litera tu re . Before l is t in g  these reasons, 
however, i t  is  deemed necessary to c la r ify  any doubt© 
that may arise concerning the phrase, «a d istin ct con
tribu tion .« The term carries the connotation that the 
comic characters of Irving, by some abstract quality pe
cu liar to themselves, have assumed a high station in 
world litera tu re , and, therefore, as worthy of special 
recognition or p ra ise .1

Irving ’ s comic characters are d is tin ct  because, 
as heretofore indicated, such literary  creations are 

rarely produced. Their fewness gives them a freshness 
and novelty that merits eminence. Their infrequency im
plies that they are the products of genius. This genius 
belongs to a special category, where we fin d  Irving in 
the company of Cervantes, Moliere, and Shakespeare — on 
account of h is Wouter van Tw iller, Rip Van Winkle, and *

Iwebeter’ s Dictionary of synonyms, 1st ed.
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Ichabod Crane.
These f ic t i t io u s  personages of the Hudson Valley 

are notable for their wholesomeness. Their charming and 
genial humor puts a zest into the reading pleasures of 
the individual by taking him out of the category of 
every-day l i f e  and bringing him on a le isurely  trip  to 
Hew York or along the Hudson, where i t  seems forever a f
ternoon. Again, Irving did not want any delineation of 

low l i f e  in hie w ritings. His works are especially  
suitable for the present day,

when popular literature is  running into the low 
levels of l i f e  and luxuriating in the vices and f o l 
lie s  of mankind, and when the universal pursuit of 
gain is  trampling the early growth of poetic f e e l 
ing and wearing out the verdure of the s o u l.2

Moreover, Irving states that his purpose in writing is  /  
“simply to instruct the young, reform the old, correct 
the town, and castigate the age.» These purposes, as 
stated in his amateurish works, though wholesome, are 
understatements, fo r  humility deters him from stating 
the real motive, that of immortality and universal ap
peal. Cervantes, Shakespeare, Moliere, Irving, or any
other comic author «by persistently  abstracting from the

/
serious side of th ings,« says Raphael Gross, “contrives 
to build up a world of h is own, whose figures are a l l  
grotesque, whose adventures are a ll  the happy adventures 
of farce"; and then he adds*.

2Ludwig Lewisohn, Expressions in America (Hew 
York: Harper and Brothers,' 193&), p. 47*7
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. . . .  Men fig h t but only with f o i l s ;  men suffer 
but only su ffer in d ign ities ; i t  is  a l l  a pleasant 
nursery ta le, a r e l ie f  to be able to turn to when 
the mind is  jaded with the sour fa cts  of real l i f e .  
Such, we fancy, is  the true province of the Comic 
muse.3

There is  no doubt but that the jaded mind w ill  find an 
escape from the re a lit ie s  of l i f e  in Irving ’ s world of 
humorous liv in g .

The comic characters of Irving, furthermore, are 
a d is tin ct contribution to world literature because they 
have withstood the test of time. The people of jjew York 
s t i l l  pride themselves on being ca lled  Knickerbockers.
Rip van Winkle has become doubly endeared by the genial 
and dramatic impersonation of Joseph Jefferson , and 
Ichabod, Hthe patron saint of a l l  sucsequent pedagogues," 
s t i l l  is  seen on windy days in p ro file  on a h i l l .  Most 
important of a l l ,  The Sketch Book, translated into many 
languages, is  widely read in England, America, and Ger
many.4 The Knickerbocker History serves as a model fo r  k 

the study of parody; "Rip van winkle" and "ichabod Crane"V 
are excellent type study fo r  the short story.

In the h istory of comic characters, "Aristopha
nes was the f i r s t ,  among those whose comedies aré extant,

3Raphael H. Gross, "Da Humor and S atire ," A £en- 
tury of the catholic Essay (Hew York: J . B. LippincotT" 
Co., T94677 p. 226.

^William P. Trent, A History of American Litera
ture (Hew York; L. Appleton and Company, 1929), pp. 227- 
28.
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who exploited the p o s s ib i l itiee of comic characters,»5 
but;

I t  was the Athenian »new" comedy of Meander that 
began the practice, since become c la s s ic , of seizing 
upon certain peculiar types of character and p illo r y 
ing their weakness for public e d if ica t io n .6

This is  how the type character came in to being, playing 
the role perhaps, of twins being separated and united 
again, of sharpers playing upon the g u llib le , or of v ic
tims of the eternal triangle. The comic character was 
the evolution of this type in a ludicrous situation , or 
as a victim of some incongruity or eccen tric ity .

But there is  the comedy which is  interested 
even more deeply in the im plications of the comic 
character's e ccen tr ic ity ; and the play is  the un
fold ing of h is character in his fu l l  s ign ificance, 
and it s  e ffe c t  upon a ll  who come under it s  in flu 
ence . 7

The greatest of these comic characters is  Tartuffe. He 
is not a type character, fo r  he is  a personality whose 
actions are not consistent with his character. Palstaff 
might be called  a type character of the "Miles g lo n -  
osu8."® Wouter Van Twiller, Rip Van winkle and ichabod 
Crane, while not equal in greatness to Tartuffe and

F a lsta ff, are eminent since they do r ise  above the ordi-
/

nary stock character, because of their personality . * 6 7 8

^ h ilc o  M. Buck, J r .,  Literary Criticism  (New 
York; Harper and Brothers, 1950), p. 303.

6Ib ld . , p. 304.

7Ib id .
8I bid.



Rip Van Winkle is  not ju s t  a typical lazy man; he is  a 
lovable vagabond. Wouter Van Tw iller is  not only a 

MEr. Five by P ive ," but he ty p ifie s  the tragic decadence 
of a nation whose people chose their governor by weight. 
For is  Iehabod Crane simply a lean and lanky coward; he 
is  a shrewd though inept Yankee schoolmaster. Stanley 
Williams elucidates the tradition  that Rip Van Winkle 
is  another "Peter Klaus,"  a character in Otmar’ s "Volke- 
sagen":

Yet i f  we understand Irving ’ s reluctance to 
manticn "Peter Klaus," a name which he could hardly 
have forgotten , the point is a fter a ll  inessentia l.
Ke was right; the story was everybody’ s property.
The central episode, enchanted slumber, belongs to
age-old legend................ Irving a lso stumbled upon
several cognates (o f Rip Van Winkle) . . . .  His 
th eft from Otmar is  not edifying, but he so dressed 
up the stolen goods that the larceny appeared 
p e tty .9

Students know that in the never-ending journey of l i t e r a 
ture, legends die and are reborn. Students should be 
ever grateful to Irving for taking an age-old legend, 
dipping i t  into the reservoir of his own gen ia lity  and 
experience, and thereby adding to i t  a charm that keeps 
i t  a live fo r  generation a fter  generation.

Irving’ s tr io  of comic creations are d is tin ct p / 
fo r  the very reason that they represent in many ways the 
facets which humor exposes. A ll are somewhat grotesque; 
Iehabod has a birdlike appearance with the awkwardness

^Stanley williams, The Life of Washington xrving 
(Hew York; Oxford University Press, T 93 5), I , 184.
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of the crane; Rip has an ape-like physique a fter he 

awakes, normally, from a sleep of twenty years; and 
Wouter Van Tw iller has a contour like a "beer-barrel on 
sk ids.« Leon H. Vincent, who maintains that the Knicker
bocker History is  «one of the most extraordinary books 
of humor in the English language,« took special notice 
of i t s  grotesque nature, and refers  to i t  thus;

Qa the basis of h istor ica l truth irving reared 
a deligh tfu lly  grotesque h is tor ica l e d ifice , i'he 
method is  analogous to that which children employ 
when they put a candle on the floor  that they may 
laugh at the odd shadows of themselves, cast on 
walls and ce ilin g . The figures are monstrous, 
distorted yet always resembling. Nothing could 
be at once more l i f e - l ik e  and more unreal than 
Irving*s account of New Amsterdam and it s  people 
under the three Dutch governors. ^

However, besides the grotesque, the eccen tricity  and ex
aggeration of character or situation are attributes of 
the immortal t r io ; the f i r s t  spends a lifetim e «in
doubt,« the second possesses the «dilating powers of an*
Anaconda,« and the third sleeps fo r  «twenty years."
Irony and mild satire come in fo r  their portion of ar
row-slinging at pedantry, national decadence, and the 
consequences wrought by p o lit ic a l revolution . Ludi
crous situations and incongruities envelop the three; 
the sage Wouter Van Twiller signs his name with a cross; 
Ichabod fades into oblivion  because of a pumpkin; and 
hen-pecked husbands long for  a quaff from Rip Van 

Winkle's flagon.

^V incent, o£. c i t . ,  p. 14
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Irving’ s comic characters are d is t in c t  because 
they are rea l. By reason of their personality, they 

have a stimulating e ffe c t  upon their readers, a quality 
which holds the secret of their permanence.11 Rj.p Van 
Winkle, upon in it ia l  acquaintance, is  likeable and d i
verting, but upon further fam iliarity  he becomes lov 
able and intensely humorous. Research has pointed out 
that Irving ’ s comic characters are v ita lized  by a re
fle c tion  o f his own temperament. T. S. Masson gives an 
insight into the humorist’ s technique of creating real 
characters:

Apparently the most profitable kind of humor 
is  that in which the humorist plays up and drama
tizes his own personality. In these three ascend
ing stages we see quite plainly the development of 
a humorous character, in  the f i r s t  the writer ex
p lo its  him self. In the second he invents a charac
ter to serve him as a mouthpiece. . . .  m the 
third—and most rare--the character detaches i t s e l f  
from the parent stem, or creator, end assumes a l i f e  
and permanence of i t s  own.* 12

*
Irv in g 's  comic characters do assume a l i f e  and permanence 
of their own because every school child who has read "Rip 
Van Winkle» and "The Legend of sleepy Hollow" w ill always 
hold Rip and Ichabod in memory long a fter  they have fo r 
gotten their author, Washington Irving. These comic 

characters are real because of their s e lf -d e ce it , and 
they are true to form because like genuine comic

i 1! .  S. Masson, "True Comic Characters," Century, 
CXII (July, 1926), 367.

l2 I b id ., pp. 367-68.
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characters they usually s lip  into predicaments of their 
own making.

Lastly, these comic creations of the Hudson Val
ley gain a d istinctiveness by virtue of their author, 
who is  held in high esteem in the litera ry  f ie ld .  He 
is  not a great man, nor is  he a great w riter, tut he re
veals a sublime, though simple, philosophy throughout 
his works. This philosophy he clea rly  explains in «The 

Author" of Brace bridge H all:
I have always had the opinion that much good 

might be done by keeping mankind in good humor 
with one another. I may be wrong in my philoso
phy, but I shall continue to practice i t  until 
convinced of it s  fa l la c y .13 14

Obviously Irving was not convinced of the fa lla cy  because 
he continued exercising his power to make people smile 
and chuckle, and fe e l kindly toward one another.

How that his character and literary  power have 

received some measure of treatment, there remains but 
an estimation of the regard in which others, as worthy 
as himself, have held him. in his "A Fable fo r  c r i t 
i c s ,"  Lowell gives a poetic version of his favorable 
opinion:

/
To a true poet-heart add the fun of Dick Steele,
Throw in a ll  o f Addison minus the c h il l  . . . .
Sweeten ju st to your own private lik in g  then strain, 
That only the fin est  and clea rest remain . . . .

13Julius Vexler, "The Essence of Comedy," The 
Sewanee Review, XLIII (1935), 300.

14lrving, "Bracebridge H all," 0£. c i t . , XI,
364.
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And you’ l l  find a choice nature, not wholly deserving 
A name either English or Yankee—ju st  irv ing. 53

Charles Dudley Warner, whose cr itic ism  is  f r e 

quently c ited  in research material on irving, relates 
that there is  no lack of honors fo r  irving, and that the 
socia l and literary  c ir c le s  of the age gave him great 
praise. Early in the nineteenth century the Royal So
cie ty  of Literature awarded him one of the two gold 
medals donated by George IV. This g i f t  was given "to 
authors of litera ry  works of eminent m erit," and "this 
d istinction  was follow ed by the Degree of D.C.L. from 
the University of Cxford--a t i t le  which the modest 
author never used.

Another c r i t i c ,  whose a b ility  to evaluate an 
author goes without question, styles irving "a musician 
with few themes and the minor ones the test and played
p e r fe c t ly .»15 16 17 There is  s t i l l  another c r i t i c ,  who gives*
Irving cred it for perfecting the short story and for 
possessing a genius fo r  helping and inspiring other 

w riters:
His genius was fecundative. Many a writer of

g i f t  and taste, and at lea st one w riter of genius,/

15James Russell Lowell, “A ffable fo r  C r it ics ,"  
The Poetical Works of James Russell Lowell (Boston: 
Houghton, Osgood and Company“ 1830}, pp. T55-56.

160harles Dudley Warner, «Washington irv in g ," 
American Men of Letters (Boston: Houghton, M ifflin  and 
Company, 18817T pT EWT

17Canby, o£. c i t . , p. 96.
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owes Irving a debt which can fce acknowledged but 
which cannot be paid. Deriving much from his 
literary  predecessor, and gladly acknowledging 
the measure of his ob ligation , irving by the orig
in a lity  of h is works placed fresh obligations on 
those who came a fter him.18

Those who come after him, the literary  sons of 
America, may emulate his playful humor, his genial com
plexion, or his love fo r  old or romantic scenes, but to 

be truly irvingian, they must emulate his literary  sty le . 
Irving, an adept in romantic co loring , wrote with an ex- ^  
quisite sense of form and with an a ir of correctness in 
grace and taste , and thus developed a sty le , which is 
described as "golden.« The ease and beauty of I rv in g ’ s 

style enhance the perennial charm of his w riting. Henry 

W. Longfellow brings out this point in his own delight
fu l  way, when in a memorial address requested by the 
Massachusetts H istorica l society  to honor irv ing , the 
poet says:

. . . .  the charm of the "Sketch Book" remains 
unbroken the old fascination  s t i l l  lingers about i t ;  
and whenever I open it s  pages I open also that mys
terious door which leads back to  the haunted cham
bers of youth.

Many years afterward I had the pleasure of meet
ing Mr. Irving in Spain and found the author, whom 
I had loved, repeated in the man. The same playful 
humor; the same touches of sentiment; the same po
etic  atmosphere; and, what I admired s t i l l  more, 
the entire absence of a l l  litera ry  jealousy, of a ll 
that mean avarice of fame, which counts what is  
given another as so much taken from one ’ b s e l f - -  

"And rustling hears in every breeze 
The Laurels of M iltiades.

^^Vincent, op. c i t . , p. 32.
1%enry w .  Longfellow, "Washington irv in g ,"  Mod

ern Eloquence, ed. by Thomas Reed (Philadelphia: John D. 
Morris and Company, 1900), Vol. V III , pp. 786-87.
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This address is  treasured by instructors of public 
speech and is  found in many compilations of favorite 

speeches.
Seldom does i t  occur that a literary  c r i t i c  in 

another country appreciates the worth or genius of a 
contemporary writer, but in England, Robert L. Blackwood, 
in his noted magazine, proclaims his praises of îrving in 
a prophetic strain saying that his writings are »exqui-V'' 
s ite  and c la s s ic a l.»  His statements have proved true 
fo r  Irving’ s works have withstood the test of time and 
are clearly  c la ss ica l, Blackwood was conclusive in eval
uating Irving ’ s sty le , and this evaluation is  as sound 
today as i t  was when formulated in the Edinburgh Maga
zine of the early nineteenth century, speaking of the 
Sketch Book, Blackwood says:

. . . .  i t  i s ,  we think, very graceful— in
f in ite ly  more so than any piece of American w rit
ing that ever camé from any other hand, and well 
en titled  to be classed with the best English w rit
ings of our day."0

As to Irving’ s »exquisite and c la s s ic ” style no contem
porary writer in America could compete with him, fo r  he
is the sole claimant to the t i t l e  »Father of American

/
L iterature .” As to his being worthy of a place among 
the best in English writers of that day, time has en

dorsed this remark because no Englishman of his time has 
been considered by c r i t ic s  superior to him in the charm

20Blackwood, oj>. o i t . , VI, 559.
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of h is sty le . Irving ’ s charm in style holds undisputed 
rank. Blackwood, too, e lects him as "one of the few 
whose privilege i t  is  to make us "jo in  trembling with 
our mirth.

W ill Irving live  on? Yes, fo r  the same chord of 
human nature that responded in the past to the touch of 
Irving ’ s charm w ill  respond again as long as human na
ture la sts . Moreover, lovers of the bewitching and leg
endary w ill s t i l l  revel in Irving, fo r  in with the mys

tery and weirdness, the gentle strains of humor and sen
timent are deligh tfu lly  woven by the magic pen of the 
genial Washington Irving.

21Ibid.
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