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I n  1968 Grove Press,  an organiza t ion  long noted f o r  uncensored encouragement of 
t h e  l i t e r a r y  Avant Garde, re leased Gerson Legman's massive Rationale -- of t h e  
Dir ty  Joke. Some seven yea r s  l a t e r ,  Breaking Point  Press  has come f o r t h  with -- 
i t s  sequel ,  No Laughing Matter.  ~ e i m a n  t e l l s  2s i n  h i s  q7~n t roduc t ion t t  t h a t ,  
while t h e  f i G t  volume t r e a t e d  only tPcleanlv d i r t y  jokes ( those  concerning t h e  
"normal and usual  experiences of  t h e  sexual l i f e , "  including such sub jec t s  a s  
"Children, Fools, t h e  Male Approach, Women, Marriage, and ~ d u l t r y ~ ) , t h i s  second 
work focuses on "d i r ty t t  d i r t y  jokes. Under t h i s  appe l l a t ion  f a l l  t a l e s  and 
g ibes  involving Homosexuality, P r o s t i t u t i o n ,  Disease and Disgust,  Cas t ra t ion ,  
Dysphemism, Cursing, I n s u l t s ,  and Scatology. Not t h e  most pleasing of  fo lk lo r -  
i s t i c  genres, t h e  ' 'd ir tyst  joke is  perhaps t h e  most prevalent .  M r .  Legman's 
two volumes a r e  t h e  culmirlation of more than t h r e e  decades of  painstaking,  and 
pa in fu l ,  research .  We f o l k l o r i s t s  should be g r a t e f u l  f o r  his e f f o r t s .  

F o l l o ~ ~ i n g  t h e  c l a s s i c  scho la r ly  paradigm, we a r e  presented with t h e  r e s u l t s  of  
Collect ion (Legman o f f e r s  us  2,000 t e x t s  f ron  a corpus of near ly  6,000 types 
i n  60,000 var iants ) ' ,  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  (Legman arranges h i s  da ta  i n  a type and 
motif index which incorporates and expands upon t h e  Parne-Thmpson and Thompson 
schema), and Annotation ( o r a l ,  popular,  and l i t e r a r y  sources--past,  present ,  
and cross-cultural--are abundantly r e f e r r e d  t o ) .  A s  an a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  con- 
vent ional  footnot ingp source ma te r i a l s  a r e  given pa ren the t i ca l ly  while r e l e -  
vant  learned ar t ic les- -pr imar i ly  by anthropblogis ts ,  f o l k l o r i s t s ,  and 
psychologists--are mentioned and evaluated i n  t h e  t e x t .  However, -- No Laughing 
Matter is  f a r  more than a mere reference  work t o  be u t i l i z e d  by those wishing 
t o  f i n d  h i s t o r i c a l  and c ross -cu l tu ra l  ins tances  of jokes they encounter o r  
propagate. 

As t h e  t i t l e  ind ica tes ,  t h e  author  is not p a r t i c u l a r l y  amused by t h e  parade 
of  s h i t ,  piss, puke, humiliat ion,  and c r u e l t y  he has presented.  Indeed, 
Legman is profoundly d is turbed t h a t  from time imemor ia l  man has devoted s o  
much verbal  energy t o  t h e  symbolic degradation of himself and h i s  fel lows.  He 
is even more i n  arms over t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a l l  t oo  f requent ly  d i r t y  t a l k  is 
transformed i n t o  d i r t y  a c t i o n s  l i k e  genocide, rape ,  and t h e  des t ruc t ion  of t h e  
environment. Consequently, unl ike  F. J .  Child, S t i t h  Thompson, o r  Archer 
Taylor, Legman boldly goes beyond compilation t o  o f f e r  pass ionate  and provoc- 
a t i v e  analyses of t h e  socio-cul tura l  and psychological meaning of h i s  mater ia l .  

I n t e l l e c t u a l  coherence is l e n t  t o  outrage by Sigmund Freud's Jokes and Their --- 
Relat ions t o  t h e  Unconscious which serves as t he  underlving t h e o r e t i c a l  base of -- ., - 
Legman's work. Indeed, a l l  t h i s  is brought out  c l e a r l y  by t h e  au thor ' s  
"Introduction" i n  which t h e  debt  t o  Freud is acknowledged ( t h a t  jokes a r e  sym- 
b o l i c  pathways i n t o  t h e  sometimes d is turbed and f a n t a s t i c  workings of men's 
minds), and a number of  basic observations a r e  f o r c e f u l l y  r e i t e r a t e d :  



(1) A person's favorite joke is the key to that person's 
character ( p .  16). 

( 2 )  Jokes are an exchange of hostilities disguised as an 
exchange of amenities (p .  24). 

( 3 )  The teller is profoundly disturbed by his own materials 
and themes (p. 33). 

(4) The laugh jokes arouse is less often one of amusement 
than of relief, when the ordeal of listening is over 
(p .  38). 

( 5 )  The joke-teller or actor, the comedian or clown, is thus 
a sort of black-mass priest in t5e line of ancient 
dancers or mimes who expresses the courage--in openly 
breaking taboos--that his audience by and large lacks 
(p. 43). 

Each point is bolstered by examples and insights into the context which joking 
performance entails, 

Taking off from these observations, Legman analyzes prevalent non-narrative 
joking forms (such as the insults and obscene names accompanying the "joking 
relationship"), as well as the rendition of joking themes in non-oral media 
(film, p-iintings, cartoons) and social trends (Gay Liberation, Sexual Freedom) 
in coiltemporary popular culture. While both quibbles and quite serious objec- 
tions could be leveled against Legman's arguments, as a whole tney hang 
together. In fact, with a little word-twisting here and there L?gmants overtly 
Freudian invectives could be hammered into Abrahams' "Rhetorical Theory of 
Folklore.': After all, isnvt the inveterate dirty joke teller a performer whose 
alienated vision and social role allow him to stand outside everyday life and 
"name" its perversities for an anxious audience? 

It would be a great error not to offer a few conments on the authorvs power 
as a man of letters. His mastery of subject matter and command of academic, 
literary and colloquial stylistics fuse to transport the reader beyond the 
limitations of frequently stale scholarly inquiry into the realm of high art. 
From the twisted gargoyle that looms out of the dust jacket to the final 
chapter's profound lament ("~11 to Shitv) over man's destructive tendencjes, 
No Laughing Matter is an angry and erudite creative venture on par with tile - 
grotesque canvasses of Bosch or the satiric fantasies of Swift. 




