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CHAPTER 2 

Questions of Laughter, 
Ancient and Modern 

THEORIES AND THEORY 

Marcus Tullius Cicero-the Roman world's most renowned orator (and 
also one of its most infamous jokesters)-was curious about the nature 
of laughter. "What is it?" he asked. "What provokes it? Why does it 
affect so many different parts of the body all at once? Why can't we 
control it?" But he knew that the answers were elusive, and he was 
happy to profess his ignorance. "There is no shame," he explained in his 
treatise On the Orator in the mid-5os BCE, "in being ignorant of some-
thing which even the self-proclaimed experts do not really understand." 1 

He was not the only one. A couple of centuries later, Galen, the pro-
lific medical writer and personal physician to (among others) the emper-
ors Marcus Aurelius and Commodus, admitted that he was stumped 
about the physiological cause of laughter. In his essay On Problematical 
Movements, he reckoned he could account for other types of involun-
tary bodily motion. Imagination, for example, might explain why a 
man gets an erection on catching sight of (or even just thinking about) 
his lover. But laughter, he was prepared to concede, defeated him.2 

For well over two thousand years, laughter has baffled and intrigued. 
Ambitious theorizing and ingenious speculation about its nature and 
causes have gone hand in hand with frank expressions about the impos-
sibility of ever solving its mystery. Beyond the specific prompts to any 
individual outburst ("Why are you laughing?" or "Quid rides?"), 
















































