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Introduction

LET US NOW PRAISE Famous Puns.

Puns are not the lowest form of humor; in fact, they may be the highest.

They certainly have a fine provenance: from the Bible, Chaucer, Pope, Shakespeare, Rabelais, Tolstoy, Joyce, Lewis Carroll, John Donne, Oscar Wilde, Nabokov, and Beckett to the movie Airplane!—“And don’t call me Shirley!”

A biblical pun is found in Matthew 16:18: “Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my church.” The Greek name for Peter, which also means “stone,” is quite close to the Greek word for “rock.”

Dryden called puns the “lowest and most groveling kind of wit.” To Ambrose Bierce, puns were a “form of wit to which wise men stoop and fools aspire.”

Shakespeare couldn’t resist a pun, such as this from Richard III (“Now is the winter of our discontent/Made glorious summer by the sun of York”), in which he puns on sun and son. Romeo and Juliet is filled with puns. In Julius Caesar, there is a cobbler who, when asked what he does, replies, “I am a mender of men’s soles” (souls). Samuel Johnson disparaged Shakespeare for his puns, calling puns “the lowest form of humor.”

Lewis Carroll tossed off puns in Alice In Wonderland, such as:


“And how many hours a day did you do lessons?” said Alice, in a hurry to change the subject.

“Ten hours the first day,” said the Mock Turtle, “nine the next, and so on.”

“What a curious plan!” exclaimed Alice.

“That’s the reason they’re called lessons,” the Gryphon remarked, “because they lessen from day to day.”



The curmudgeonly comic Oscar Levant famously opined that “a pun is the lowest form of humor—unless you think of it first.” It seems like we must first disapprove a pun instead of laugh at it. To paraphrase Rodney Dangerfield, “Puns don’t get no respect.”

The tradition of wordplay can be traced back thousands of years and, in the United States, we are surrounded by puns that are good, bad, and sometimes ugly. There are stores at the mall that rely on puns to communicate their business idea (an optometrist’s store is “A Site for Sore Eyes”), films from The Marx Brothers to Airplane! to the OO7 films in which James Bond dispenses a pun whenever he prefers to be oblique. In Moonraker, Hugo Drax asks, “Why did you break up the encounter with my pet python?” Bond says, “I discovered it had a crush on me.”

Comics like Steven Wright base their entire comic personas on existential interpretations of far-out puns (e.g., “I went to a general store. They wouldn’t let me buy anything specifically.”). Could Tonight Show host Jay Leno even exist without puns? “The teenage sex problem is mounting. Why? Do they keep on slipping off?” Abbott and Costello could milk a pun endlessly, as when Bud announced that he’d been hired at a bakery as a “loafer.”

Newspapers like the New York Post (this headline when dancer Fred Astaire died: “Taps for Fred Astaire”) and other tabloids would be lost without them (during a British heat wave: “London Broils”). The New York Post’s prize pun may have been “Headless Body Found in Topless Bar.” Here’s one that is quite possibly an urban legend but sticks in my mind nonetheless. It concerns an escaped patient from a secure ward at a psychiatric hospital who rapes two laundry workers and flees the scene—“Nut screws washers and bolts.” I don’t know if it was ever actually published, but “The Colonel Kicks the Bucket” went around a lot when Colonel Sanders died. Even World War II correspondents found solace in puns. When William Shirer went from Paris to the bureau of the Chicago Tribune Universal Service owned by William Randolph Hearst, he cracked, “I’m going from bad to Hearst.”

It seems as though those who name their cabin cruisers (“Playbuoy,” “Buoy Crazy,” “Marlin Monroe”) and racehorses (“Lady Leggs”) cannot resist puns either, as any trip to a marina or a stable will confirm. And surfing the TV offerings will yield punny titles like Taking Stock (a financial show) and Pawn Stars, which I won’t even go into. Ad slogans stick in the mind better when a pun is present (“Mumm’s the Word”; from a cosmetics company: “Aging is history”). And then there’s the classic ad for a French vermouth: “Don’t Stir without Noilly Prat.” These days, products on shelves form their own puns, like “Cherries Garcia,” and then there are even stores like “Staples.”

Friends thrived on puns, as did Frasier (from the episode “Frasier Has Spokane,” Frasier: “That’s perfect—Brian being a seismologist, and you having so many faults.”), Monk, How I Met Your Mother, Gilmore Girls … and game shows like Minute to Win It.

Eighty years ago, wit, humor, and puns abounded at the Algonquin Round Table with George S. Kaufman’s acerbic wit creating his own form of punning. (Round Table regular and theatre critic Alexander Woolcott’s title for his review of theatrical plays was Enchanted Aisles.) Once, when Kauffman was stuck with a terrible bridge partner, the partner excused himself to urinate. Kaufmann, wearing his usual world-weary expression, said to the other two players: “This is the first time all evening I know what he has in his hand.”

My favorite example of a political pun was said by Adlai Stevenson. It’s a pun in which the sound of the words and the juxtaposition of ideas result in cleverness of a high order. Stevenson was asked his opinion of Pope Paul and of Norman Vincent Peale. He answered, “I find Paul appealing and Peale appalling.”

When it comes to Broadway plays and musicals, puns are the hallmark of our wittiest and most popular writers. Cole Porter’s “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” from Kiss Me Kate comes to mind. Each refrain of “Brush Up Your Shakespeare” includes at least one pun on the title of a Shakespeare play (“If she says your behavior is heinous/Kick her right in the Coriolanus.”) In Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd, a whole song about the types of people that will be ground up into Mrs. Lovett’s pies is done in puns. Mr. Sondheim, in Into the Woods, tells us, in the “Jack and the Beanstalk” segment, that “the ends justify the beans.” And we know from the song “Comedy Tonight” in A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum that “weighty affairs will just have to wait.” Kander and Ebb’s Curtains uses self-conscious puns (“Though an analyst may/Never couch it that way … ”).

Playwright Neil Simon builds a marvelous wordplay in The Odd Couple when he has his sloppy character Oscar Madison confront his meticulous roommate Felix Ungar “I can’t take it anymore, Felix, I’m cracking up. Everything you do irritates me. And when you’re not here, the things I know you’re gonna do when you come in irritate me. You leave me little notes on my pillow. Told you 158 times, I can’t stand little notes on my pillow. ‘We’re all out of cornflakes. F. U.’ Took me three hours to figure out ‘F. U.’ was Felix Ungar!”

A century before Neil Simon, Gilbert and Sullivan exploited outrageous puns in H. M. S. Pinafore (“And that junior partnership, I ween, / Was the only ship that I ever had seen,” said the First Lord of the Admiralty, Sir Joseph Porter). Also from Pinafore, “refrain, audacious tar, your suit from pressing.” “Magnet Hung in a Hardware Store,” from Patience, has a whole verse of relentless hardware-related puns about such things as needles opening their eyes in surprise and the nails going on their heads.

I come from a family in which puns were revered, not sneered at. I once watched a fellow approach my brother at a party and say, “Do you have a light?” Whereupon Billy, without a second’s hesitation, took a small lamp and held it toward the fellow’s cigarette. My mother did a needlepoint for my uncle’s antique store that read, “Please Don’t Hondle The Merchandise.”

“Hondle” is a derogatory term for “negotiate.”

Puns are not synonymous with wordplay. If one uses the term “Carmaggedon” to describe the temporary closing of the 405 Freeway in California, the term may be clever and even striking, but it doesn’t bust forward with the sweet tang of a well-constructed pun that serves up a familiar word, name, or phrase in a tangy, surprising riff on the word or phrase’s understood meaning.

A pun implies a surprise in which you see a concept in a sly new way.

Woody Allen’s brand of pun is exemplified by his low-key-yet-audacious remark that “The last time I was in a woman I was visiting the Statue of Liberty.”

Some of Woody’s writing style, especially in his essays, is a loving nod to S. J. Perelman, who provided the Marx Brothers with some of their best puns in the 1930s. But it wasn’t just the humor or the lilt of the language that made Marx Brothers puns so enduring. They spoke to their times. As Roger Ebert put it, they “were the instrument that translated what was once essentially a Jewish style of humor into the dominant note of American comedy. Although they were not taken as seriously, they were as surrealist as Dalí, as shocking as Stravinsky, as verbally outrageous as Gertrude Stein, as alienated as Kafka.”

There are t-shirt, poster, and business paraphernalia companies that are known for catering to pun lovers. One t-shirt shows a family having dinner, and the mother quips “All we are saying is give peas a chance.” Pick out a birthday card for a friend, and you’ll see a range of Gary Larson’s “From the Far Side” humor that glorifies the pun at its best and worst (“Finally the animals saw their prey: two baskin robbins.”) When it comes to greeting cards, puns have become their Hallmark.

Puns may be, as the English dramatist John Dennis supposedly mused, “the lowest form of humor,” but if that is the case, then as his pun-loving contemporary Henry Erskine punningly countered, that would make them “the foundation of all wit.”
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