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My name is Jim Roper. I am a punaholic. For years I have lived 
with the double vision, the double hearing, the blurred meaning. I 
have thirsted constantly after the hundred-proof homonym, the 
pick-me up paronomasia. And this thirst has led me into further 
depravity, for as between the homonym and the heteronym I have 
come to prefer the homo- for its gaiety. 

But I do not stand before you as a candidate for some kind of 
Punaholics Homonymous. My literary heart, like my literary liver, 
is hardened and unregenerate. There are those who say my thirst is 
for the distilled essence of corn, but I say that is a maize of 
traditional misconceptions. I am here a a defiant partisan of a 
reawakened cause, and being in love with punning means never 
having to say how sorry it all is, anyway. My motto is, "Let us look to 
Finnegan's Wake, and re-Joyce!" 

My immediate purpose is twofold, as it should be for any 
dedicated punster out to double his pleasure, double his fun. I wish 
for one thing to examine the quality control at the pun factory, and I 
also hope to demonstrate the double fallacy that has contributed to 
the downfall of the pun as a social instrument: one, that a pun is 
necessarily an inferior kind of wit, and, two, that a pun is necessarily 
funny. All puns herein by me are intentional, and I shall do my best 
to claim credit for any unintentional ones discovered. 

Certainly the dictionaries are on the side of the fallacies, 
unanimously identifying the pun as a kind of humor or entertain
ment- as it most certainly can be and most often is, nor would we 
have it otherwise. But there is more to be said on the matter than 
meets the ear of a solemn lexicographer, and we shall get around to 
that point. Mr. Webster, like that other Noah, could see only the 
partial arc of the pun-rainbow because of his lowly viewpoint, and 
never realized that from a more lofty level he might have seen the 
full circle of its whole nature. Let us first deal with Noah's arc, and 
then seek the more transcendent view that should not be, as it has 
been, ignored as strictly for the birds. 
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The pun fell into disgrace at about the same time it came to be 
called a pun. The word first appeared, already current, in a play of 
Dryden's in 1662. 1 Its origin is unknown, but the best guess seems 
to be that it was a shortened form of the Italian "punctilio," a fine 
point or quibble. Prior to that time, though, that kind of wordplay 
had many names and many champions. Aristotle called it a 
paragram, and considered it to be one of the beauties of great 
literature. He was probably remembering the earliest pun I can 
think of, the one Homer built into the Cyclops story of The Odyssey, 
where Odysseus tells the Cyclops his name is "No-Man." When 
later the monster is bellowing because his eye is being put out by the 
Greeks, his neighbor Cyclopes rush to the cave entrance to ask who 
is assaulting him. The blinded Cyclops yells, "No-Man is attacking 
me," so the other Cyclopes shrug their shoulders and go back home. 

The great dramatists of Greece liked the pun, and Plato after 
them, in their perfectly serious moments. So did that model for later 
rhetoricians, Cicero, and in his wake the medieval and Renaissance 
preachers in their sermons; Bishop Lancelot Andrewes and Dean 
John Donne were the most successful. Best of al~ in both quantity 
and quality, was of course that most insatiable and redoubtable of 
punsters, William Shakespeare. To him and his contemporaries 

the play on words was not merely an elegance of style and a 
display of wit; it was also a means of emphasis and an instru
ment of persuasion: An argument might be conducted from step 
to step . . . by a series of puns. The genius of the language 
encouraged them. 2 

The pun-mad court of James I knew the pun by various names: 
"clinch" or "clench," "quibble", or that magnificant word "carri
whichet." Today those who like scholarly words refer to punning in 
general as paronomasia, probably thinking in terms of paranoia and 
mazes. Actually, in the golden days of the pun its nature as a literary 
ornament was divided by teachers of rhetoric into several modes for 
the apprentice punster to mull over. Paronomasia was not the 
general name, but only a subdivision, an inferior kind wherein the 
words do not sound precisely alike, but only more or less similar. If 
a gardening magazine heads an article about planting pecan trees 
"Mulch Ado About Nutting," 3 that is paronomasia In other words, 
paronomasia is the art of being a lousy punster. It is predictable that 
the worse term would rise to the top, like Faulkner's Snopeses, by 
their own cussedness, reaching social heights amid aristocratic 
confusion. 
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The prime kind of pun, where the sound of the two words is 
exactly the same- that is to say, the chaste or impeccable pun- was 
known by the awkward name of antanaklasis, which I have no wish 
to revive. HI place my hand on a window glass and say I feel a pane, 
that is antanaklasis (an also, of course, inanity) . It is with this high 
standard of technique (and better content) that I shall largely deal. 
For example, even in this Christmas time, I have upheld the strictest 
code of purity by not entitling this paper "Antanaklasis coming to 
town," because that would be paronomasis. Should any Scrooge 
claim Santa-Claustrophobia, that would be antanaklasis. More 
subtle categories such as syllepsis and asteismus I shall shun, and 
mercifully speak only of good and bad puns hereafter. 

I shall also, for the most part, overlook in all its various habitats 
the common or garden variety of pun, the routine word-play that is 
the daily bread of the media, and with which all our days are 
saturated. For example, the NBC- TV News has been using as its 
logo a spinning world, and someone recently noticed that it is 
spinning in the wrong direction, east to west. Headlines read "NBC 
News is counter-revolutionary!" Then there are the cutesy maga
zine ads: shoes with only a strap around the heel are called "bare
back striders," while a skin lotion is announced to have won first 
place "by a show of hands"- and so we go wincing on. Once in a 
while these plebeian puns rise to become gentry, as when an interior 
deisgn shop calls itself" Esprit Decor," or a children's clothing store 
bears the title "Deb 'n' Heir." The almost extinct conundrum or 
riddle, still a favorite of children, will likewise be ignored- although 
I rather like ones such as "Why is a peacock like the figure 9?" 
"Because without a tail it's nothing." Or" Why is a cat bigger in the 
dark than in daylight?" "Because it's let out at night and taken in in 
the morning." The "Knock-Knock" shall also be met with silence 
(although silence itself is the required answer to the "World War 
III" gambit when one asks "Who's there?"). Certainly we shall rise 
above the cornball routines of old-time vaudeville or new-time TV 
shows like Laugh-in or Hee-Haw (though one tends to keep an ear 
cocked). You know the kind: "I bought my pants in Pantsylvania, 
my coat in North Dakota, my vest in Vest Virginia" "What about 
your jersey?" "Oh, somebody gave it to me." All this sort of thing 
shall be like the ground clutter that represents Memphis on the local 
weatherman's radar map: there's an alarming amount of it, but it 
doesn't amount to much. We shall consider only the more meaning
ful blips. 
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The pun's descent into the depths began on Thursday, May 10, 
1711, when Joseph Adison came forth with Number 61 of his 
Spectator eassays. As a leading creator of middleclass literary taste 
in that intolerably self-satisfied era known as the Eighteenth 
Century, Addison attacked what had been, up to that point, a very 
honorable component of literature by making Spectator sport of it. 
He denounced the pun- any pun- as being beneath the dignity of 
serious literature, a blemish not hitherto detected by the crude likes 
of a Chaucer or a Shakespeare, but only recognized for the crime it 
was, at so late a date, by the coffee-house brain of so portentous a 
man as himself. The Mr. Manners of his day, acting as Reason's gift 
to decorous literature, explained the relationship of the pun to art: 

The seeds of punning are in the minds of all good men, and 
though they may be subdued by reason, reflection, and good 
sense, they will be apt to shoot up in the greatest genius that is not 
broken and cultivated by the rules of art. Imitation is natural to 
us, and when it does not raise the mind to poetry, painting, 
music, or other more noble arts, it often breaks out in puns and 
quibbles. 

In other words, punning is creativity gone sour or perverted or 
cancerous, an inevitable disfigurement on the face of the Muse, and 
will make you very unpopular at the proper sort of club. Addison 
duly, but gingerly, notes the appreciation of the pun by Aristotle, 
Homer, and such, in their serious works, and even reports his 
disgusted discovery that Cicero 

sprinkled several of his works with puns . . . arid quotes 
abundance of pieces of wit which also upon examination prove to 
be arrant puns. 

He sounds very much like the teetotaller who was reminded that 
Christ made wine, and who replied, "Yes, but I'd have thought a lot 
better of him if he hadn't" Not for a moment does it occur to 
Addison that he himself might be a kind of quixotic knight-arrant 
building his own windmills before tilting at them. That would be 
indecorous. 

He especially abhors James I, who gave his court a kind of 
authorized version of punmanship, and brought on that decadent 
time when the pun left the halls of foolish merriment and invaded 
such sacred precincts as the pulpit (with Bishop Andrewes and 
Dean Donne) and tragic drama (with Shakespeare): 

The sinner was punned into repentance by the former, as in the 
latter nothing was more usual than to see a hero weeping and 
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quibbling for a dozen lines altogether. 
Our critic feels patronizingly sorry for Shakespeare and his 
colleagues, born too early to profit by the superior, sanitizing mind 
of his own time, the Age of Reason, which would now chase out all 
the vermin. Only with the dawn of the Age of Enlightenment did 
literary critics become able to "distinguish the several kinds of wit 
by terms of literary art, and to consider themselves more or less 
perfect, according as they were founded in truth." Thus Addison 
appoints himself not only the arbiter of taste, but the sole guardian 
of the ultimate nature of human-truth. He foresees that his weeding
out of puns will not be permanent, that the art of word-play will 
"again recover itself in some distant period of time, as pedantry and 
ignorance shall prevail upon wisdom and common sense." That is, 
whenever the taste of an age shall differ from that of Mr. Addison, 
and sink into the gutter with those pedantic ignoramuses Homer, 
Shakespeare, and such. 

As a kind of biopsy check for the malignant presence of the pun, 
Addison suggests that the punning word be translated into a 
different language: "If it bears the test, you may pronounce it as 
true; but if it vanishes in the experiement you may conclude it to 
have been a pun." Against this analytical chop-logic, which should 
confine itself to philosophy and science, we punsters take our stand 
behind Robert Frost, who said, "The poetry is the part you can't 
translate." With a Frosty stare for such drab solemnity, I declare 
good puns to be a form of poetry, whether embryonic or trans
cendent, and that poetry has its own truths Mr. Addison knows not 
of. 

His age was ruled by Cartesian psychology, which conceived of 
the human psyche as consisting of six carefully labeled "passions," 
all wicked and constantly threatening to erupt, run riot, and turn the 
individual into that most loathsome of social beings, an "enthu
siast" - as dirty a word as you could call someone at the time. But 
those staunch keepers, Reason and Will-power, should, in the 
interest of propriety of decorum, hold the raucous passions in check 
- a repression analogous to that which obligated Chinese ladies to 
bind their feet, and with similar results: the Cartesian psyche ended 
up lame-brained. 

Today we have probed enough to realize we don't know much 
about the psyche really, but we do know that the notion of Descartes 
and Addison was naively and grossly oversimplified. And where 
complexities grow in recognition, the notion likewise grows that the 
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psyche is a container for opposing value systems or levels of 
consciousness. In such a climate the pun flourishes, for it is a small
scale device that serves to ·do what the modern self-searcher so 
yearns for: it brings opposites into one harmonious pattern of unity 
that does not extinguish either. At its best, the pun can take the Yang 
and Yin of life and for a brief but shining moment reveal the ghost of 
the Tao that pervades both, and is not a decision between them but 
both at once. The pun can connect the grubby life of the average 
man, struggling to keep up with the J oneses, to that of the ineffable
to create, as it were, a Tao-Jones average. 

If we prefer that trendy view the each of us is a duet of left brain 
and right brain, the pun is still the useful liaison agent, or can be. 
The left (sinister or Addisonian side) governs all that math and logic 
and philosophy that the Age of Reason so loved. It detests the 
contradictory, or whatever seems to be confusingly and indecorous
ly paradoxica~ it looks on a conflict of opposites as a chance to make 
a firm decision and annihilate one of the contestants: to know the 
true and cast out the false, to idealize the beautiful and abhor the 
ugly, to join good and condemn evil. The right, or shall we say, 
dextrous, side of the brain defies the solemnities of logic and prefers 
the dance of sensations, associations, paradoxes, and surrealism. It 
seeks to enjoy a good conflict, to arrange for a good match as in 
football or boxing, and, at its best, to bring opposites together into a 
pattern, a dance where each enhances the being of the other by 
opposing it Such is the creative mind of the artist, and, indeed, such 
is the ultimate nature of our universe according to Newton- for 
every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. The analytical 
left brain establishes pigeon holes and compartments, and herds all 
thoughts into their assigned places in the categorical pecking order. 
The pun is abhorrent here because it tends to break down all those 
isolating pigeonholes and bring the incongruous together - a 
situation deeply resented by dull school teachers, dedicated filing 
clerks, and that librarian whose happiest day was when every book 
was on its shelf and in its place. 

I note with pleasure Lydel Sims' column in the Commercial 
Appeal a few days ago, where he reports that the CLUE educational 
program (an acronym for Creative Learning in a Unique Environ
ment, as distinct from Judicious Adaptation to Inflexible Lessons), 
is encouraging children to" stretch their minds" by doing what their 
superb teacher calls" lateral thinking" and what I call punning. Mrs. 
Huey, whose name deserves to be made known, assigned her 
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students to fill in the blanks in "I went to a lecture on BLANK, and 
BLANK." Example, "I went to a lecture on ceilings and it was over 
my head." The students responded nobly indeed: "a lecture on 
Egyptology and took my mummy with me" (now there is lagniappe), 
or" a lecture on bananas that had appeaV' or" a lecture on electricity 
and was surprised by watt I didn't know," or" a lecture on weight
watching and was flabbergasted," and eagerly on and on. At East 
High there is joy in the morning, and a thumb of the nose at ordinary 
tamping-in of data 

As a matter of fact, it is one of the highest services of the humble 
pun to thumb its nose at the sententious and pompous in life, to 
derail a monomaniac train of thought, or blow up a pretentious 
conversation. This self- defense measure must be kept to a minimum, 
of course, and used only against the most deserving, lest the 
saboteur be labeled a butterfly- brain unable to deal with the 
importance of being earnest. Disciples of Addison, as described by 
Addison's enemy Alexander Pope, are always ripe targets; Addison 
would 

Damn with faint praise, assent with civil leer, 
And without sneering, teach the rest to sneer ... 
Like Cato, give his little Senate laws, 
And sit attentive to his own applause. 

("Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot") 
Sic' em, Mrs. Huey! 

The pun as a defense mechanism works not only by well-timed 
aggression but also by strategic evasion, as demonstrated by one of 
most popular movie stars. When his headquarters realized they 
needed to know his age, they cabled him "How old Cary Grant?" 
They got back the deft reply, "Old Cary Grant fine. How you?" 

Unfortunately for us Addison's decorous era was disposed to 
follow him into the realm of bourgeois and puritanical "taste
fulness," to contract, that is, Addison's disease. A distinguished 
critic, John Dennis, cried in anguish that he who would perpetrate a 
pun would pick a pocket. 4 And Dr. Sam Johnson, another solemn 
lexicographer, moaned that the chief shame of Shakespeare was his 
passion for the pun; to him a quibble was 

what luminous vapors are to the traveller; he follows it at all 
adventures; it is sure to lead him out of the way, and sure to 
engulf him in the mire .... Whatever be the dignity or profundity 
. .. let but a quibble spring up before him and he leaves his work 
unfinsihed .... A quibble was for him the fatal Cleopatra for 

31 



which he lost the world. and was content to lose it. 5 

William Blake's criticism of the critic springs to mind: 
Lo, the bat with leathern wing, 
Winking and blinking, 
Winking and blinking, 
Like Dr. Johnson. 6 

Thus it was for the pun throughout the Age of Reason, known 
also for obvious reasons as the Age of Prose, and for not-so-obvious 
reasons as the Age of Enlightenment. The nineteenth century went 
still further, and threw out any kind of wit or humor from the high 
places of poetry or drama, though it acknowledged the appeal of 
humor in its proper station. The highest aim of poetry or drama was 
to burn with a gem-like flame, and all which distracted from this 
rapt ecstasy became so much the less to be honored. Even Chaucer, 
who only glowed with the warmth of cheerful embers, had to be 
painfully but dutifully consigned to second rank. Wit, however 
friendly, requires a certain detachment, a certain distancing from 
the gem-like flame and a stepping- back into a more laid- back, cooler 
appraisal, and total passion ebbs. 

Prominent among the second rank of fun-punsters, though, was 
Thomas Hood. born into a hostile age for one with serious literary 
pretensions. He wrote of "Faithless Nelly Gray," a ballad which 
begins 

Ben Battle was a soldier bold 
And used to war's alarms; 

But a cannonball took off his legs 
And he laid down his arms. 

When his girl friend Nelly Gray is turned off by his legless state, Ben 
cries 

0 Nelly Gray! 0 Nelly Gray ! 
Is this your love so warm? 

The love that loves a scarlet coat 
Should be more uniform! 

Said she, "I loved a soldier once, 
For he was blithe and brave, 

But I will never have a man 
With both feet in the grave. 

"For now," said she, "you've lost the feet 
Of your legs in war's alarms, 

And now you cannot wear your shoes 
Upon your feats of arms." 
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When not writing about Ben Battle and his failure to find a proper 
understanding, Hood wrote to friends things such as 

My brain is dull, my sight is foul, 
I cannot write a verse, or read -

Then, Pallas, take away thine owl, 
And let us have a lark instead. 7 

Hood's prolific punning was topped only once. He was in the 
company of an undertaker at a social occasion, and kept twitting the 
man about his work. Finally he said to the solemn-looking 
gentleman, "I presume the recent epidemic has augmented your 
income?" To which the undertaker replied." All I really want in life 
is to earn a livelihood." 

But it was not until the twentieth century that wit came back into 
serious poetry, under the aegis ofT. S. Eliot, with John Donne as 
model Once again it was acknowledged that the human creature 
was a thing of simultaneous devotion and wit, and could indulge 
both together. Riding the coat- tails of general wit came the pun, to be 
welcomed back with affability by Eliot, and with hysteria by Joyce, 
and to be led to its apotheosis by Gerard Manley Hopkins, attended 
by a joyful train of such punsters as W. H. Au den, Dylan Thomas, 
John Crowe Ransom, e. e. cummings, and a throng of others. To this 
apotheosis of the pun we shall return shortly, after a brief tour of the 
pun as fun. 

The pun for laughs, as a tour de force of wit, never really lost its 
social standing, so long as it made no pretensions to literature. Its 
several species are easily distinguishable. There is, for example, the 
Rube Goldberg or shaggy dog kind of pun, which seems to me to 
especially deserve the name carriwhichet. You know the kind. 
which includes the case of the biologist who found that by feeding 
sea gulls to his pet porpoises he could extend their lives indefinitely. 
Unfortunately, when he went down to the sea to get a gull, he found 
his return blocked by a reclining, sedate lion. He realized that his 
problem was to transport a gull across a staid lion for immortal 
porpoises. Bennett Cerf was the chief connoisseur of this sort of 
build-up, wherein the great care and ingenuity expended in 
preparation cry out for a wretched ending to crown the whole effect. 
Cerfs greatest specimen, and the only time, so far as I can 
remember, when he broke through to antanaklasis, is the rather 
well-known tale of Synghman Rhee's good-natured brother who 
went to work for Life magazine in New York and got lost. When the 
detective sent out to locate him did so, he exclaimed. "Ah, sweet Mr 
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Rhee of of Life, at last fve found you." More typical for Cerfers is the 
one about the butcher who didn't like a certain swam~ who came in 
upon an occasion to buy some liver. The butcher told his clerk, 
"When you put it on the scales, weigh down upon the swami's liver." 8 

When this sort of thing keeps coming at us in waves, one tends to get 
a little Cerf-bored. 

The pun is, of course, always conveniently at hand for theatre 
and movie critics. Our fellow- member Leo Bearman included some 
of these in his collection of famous zingers, so I need not dwell on 
them. Perhaps the best and most succinct one I recall was the two
word comment on a play entitled "I Am a Camera": "No Leica." 
Oscar Wilde was once called upon to review a mock-epic poem 
whose characters were supposed to be cheese mites. He said, 
sniffingly, "This cheese epic is a rather unsavoury production and 
the style so monstrous and at the same time so realistic that the 
author should be called the GorgonZola of literature." 9 

At the opposite pole from the pun sophisticated is the pun 
innocent, produced subconsciously by generations of students 
answering quizzes or writing papers. These often have a crazy 
rightness about them- "The Black Prince's father was Old King 
Cole" - perhaps because they come from that deep well where 
names and events jangle together by pure association and not by 
compartmented fact One feels that if we could remold the world 
nearer to our heart's desire, their answers would be correct: Why 
should not "habeas corpus" mean "Bring out your dead!"? 
Sometimes it deepens into philosophy, as when we learn that a 
senator is "a creature half horse, half man." We even know which 
half. Or we learn that Gorgons are monsters" like women, only more 
horrible," and that "A contralto is a low sort of music that only 
women sing." Is there a more effective come-back to the more rabid 
women's libbers? Momentun is" something you give someone who 
is going away" - like meddlesome Aunt Mabe~ for example. And 
who can surpass the insight that the Tower of Babel was "where 
King Solomon kept his 300 wives." 10 Or the superb historical 
acumen that noted: "Catherine the Great weight250 lbs. Under her 
Russia spread to its greatest extent" n And what more graphic than 
the picture of Lord Carnarvon, exhumer of King Tut, who "kept 
evacuating for 16 years and only in 1922 did he get what he was 
striving for." One of my own students recently argued against 
capital punishment on impeccable grounds: "We should not think 
of criminals as encourageable." Still another confided that Madam 
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Bovary didn't really mind having an illicit affair, but she" just didn't 
want it to become pubic." 

The truly virtuoso pun is a rarity, and impressive: it spreads over 
more than two meanings. Take the triple pun involved in a Texas 
father's naming his ranch "Focus" because it was where the sons 
raise meat Here the triplicity is horizont~ each of three words 
having two meanings. Shakespeare, on the other hand, has one that 
is triple vertically. In Cymbeline a mock dirge is being sung for a 
pretended funeral; it has the line "Golden lads and lasses must, as 
chimney-sweepers, come to dust" Modern stereo ears can appreci
ate the pun in "come to dust" as applied to young people and 
chimney sweepers, but there is another layer of meaning, because 
the Elizabethans used the goldenrod plants as chimney brooms, 
and called them" chimney sweepers." The goldenrod too, of course, 
"comes to dust" not only in chimneys but whenever autumn stikes 
up its pollenaise. 

Greatest of all virtuosity is that of the existential pun: the pun that 
rises to an actual occasion, the pun that seizes with perfect grasp the 
moment as it flies. One's reactions must be swift and accurate, 
shooting from the hip at random targets popping up, like a 
policeman in training. I remember a friend who was under nervous 
strain from an impending exam and asked the group of us to leave 
him alone" so I can pull myself together." As the uninvited trooped 
out, one turned and said, "If you find you can't pull yourself 
together, we'll come back and join you." Then there was the 
professional fool Archy, in service to the short- statured Archbishop 
Laud, whQ got into a quarrel with his master. But he carried his 
fool's immunity too far when he said, as grace," Great praise to be to 
God, and little laud to the devil." He was fired; there was no question 
of"Laud have mercy." Recently we had "How much energy does it 
takes to destroy our entire national park system?" Answer: "One 
Watt" Already that one is dated; Watt is one with the goldenrod. 
Max Beerbohm, never an athletic type, was invited by some friends 
to ascend an alp with them. He declined, saying," Just think of me as 
an anti-climb Max." James Joyce, whirling dervish of pundits, In 
Ulysses has Stephen Dedalus, the poet, see across the street the man 
from whom he habitually borrows money, the Irish writer who 
preferred to be called by the mystical letters AE. Through Stephen's 
mind runs the idle thought: "AE.I.O. U." The pun was bestowed on 
Stephen, but was existential with Joyce in his own life. 

Perhaps the most daring existential pun in history was offered in 
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1843 by General Sir Charles Napier in India It was at that time 
official British policy not to annex any more of the various 
kingdoms until they digested what they already had, and Napier 
was aware of the policy. But in the still- free kingdom of Sind trouble 
arose and Napier stepped in and conquered the realm. He sent back 
a one-word message to the governor-genera~ in Latin: "Peccavi." 
In that Latin- educated time his message was instantly seen as the 
pun it was:" I have sinned." 12 

Not quite so historic, but vouched for as real by a newspaper 
clipping which I kept for more years than usual before losing it, was 
the case of an elephant named Gloria who died suddenly on a Friday 
when her circus was in a small town. Disposing of the carcass 
devolved upon a local tow-truck owner, but he did not work on 
weekends. The newspaper headline read: "Sic transit Gloria -
Monday." 

So high a level of punning brings us up to the Altitude where 
Noah's arc can become a full circle, and we can once again look at the 
literary part of the pun that hasn't been visible since Joseph Addison 
grounded us for two hundred years. That is to say, the pun that is not 
funny at al~ nor intended to be. It is the pun that supports a wholly 
serious moment in poety or drama, that multiplies the vibrations 
from a magic or majestic effect rather than subtracting from or 
destroying them. It can go even beyond, and become the only 
suitable means by which to bring conflicting opposites together in 
an instantaneous and fully fused way. 

As usua~ at the forefront of any wordcraft, fair or fou~ is 
Shakespeare. Coleridge said of the Master's mind that 

His intellectual action is wholly unlike that of Ben Jonson or 
Beaumont and Fletcher. The latter see the totality of a sentence or 
passage, and then project it entire. Shakespeare goes on creating, 
evolving B out of A. and C out of B, and so on, just as a serpent 
moves, which makes a fulcrum of its own body and seems 
forever twisting and untwisting its own strength . . . . In 
Shakespeare one sentence begets the next naturally; the meaning 
is all unwoven. He goes on kindling like a meteor through a dark 
atmosphere. 13 

The critic E. E. Kellett in turn holds a magnifying glass to 
Coleridge's overview, noting the part played by the pun in this 
serpentine progress: 

We are often permitted to see how one line gives birth to the next. 
... Sometimes it is a single word on which his mind dwells for an 
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instant, passing in a flash from one association of a word to 
another ... very often we see that this thought has taken a double 
edge because the word was double. He lights upon it in one of its 
senses, and before we have time to turn around we behold him 
eaving it in another. 14 

In giving examples of his concept of the Shakespearean pun as a 
kind of lightning-fast turntable, Kellett mentions the speech of 
Metellus in Julius Caesar (11.1.143) urging the conspirators to 
include Cicero in their plot: "0 let us have him, so his silver hairs I 
Will purchase us a good opinion." We entered the word "silver" in 
its association with age, and we pivoted on it instantly to leave it as 
"money." Again, Prospero, the ousted Duke of Milan in The 
Tempest, tells his daughter (1.2.83) of his treacherous brother who 
"having both the key 1 Of officer and office, set all hearts in the state I 
To whattune please his ear." They"key" was first a means of access, 
and then before our very ears became the musical kind. 

It was Shakespeare too, so far as I know, who created still another 
kind of dynamic for the pun, when in Othello (V.2. 7) the Moor, bent 
on killing his wife, enters the bedroom where she is lying asleep. 
Snuffing out his candle, he turns toward her with the words" Put out 
the light, and then put out the light." The same words repeated, but 
the repetition tells us there are two meanings. Robert Frost echoes 
this tecnhique of the pun in the last two lines of his well-known 
"Stopping by Woods," when he simply repeats the last line to imply 
two meanings, one mundane, one profound: 

The woods are lovely, dark, and deep, 
But I have promises to keep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 
And miles to go before I sleep. 

The more conventional puns are, of course, also plentiful in 
Shakespeare. One statistician counted in Love's Labour's Lost some 
250 puns divided among 16 characters. 

During Addison's tw(}- century blight John Donne, master poet of 
wit, became totally unknown to the average poetry lover, and indeed 
became only a poem or two to even the average English professor. In 
the twentieth century it was largely by the light of Donne that T. S. 
Eliot and other disciples brought the illumination of wit back into 
the intense moments of serious poetry. Donne did not disdain the 
pun even in his most troubled and sincere prayers, as in his "Hymn 
to God the Father," where he finds it hard to believe he can be 
forgiven for his various kinds of sin. Each of the first two stanzas 
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brings up these doubts, and ends with the refrain that puns on his 
own name: "When Thou hast done, Thou hast not done/ For I have 
more." The last climactic stanza introduces another pun on the sole 
means of that salvation, Christ himself: 

But swear by Thyself, that at my death Thy Son 
Shall shine as He does now, and heretofore; 

And, having done that, Thou hast done, 
I fear no more. 

Eliot restored the pun to its flocks and herds. "The Waste Land" 
has many, as in the love scene with the "hyacinth girl," who herself 
is thinking only of the actual flowers she was once associated with. 
Her musing lover, though, puts this sensual- romantic image against 
a backdrop of the god for whom the flower was named, one of the 
dying and resurrected divinities who emanates deeper meanings of 
higher love and self-sacrifice, a major theme of the whole poem. 
Here we get two meanings from the use of a capital letter in the 
lover's thought, but not in the girl's: 

"You gave me hyacinths first a year ago; 
They called me the hyacinth girl." -
Yet when we came back, late, from the Hyacinth garden, 
Your arms full and your hair wet, I could 
Not speak and my eyes failed. 
In the same poem Eliot gives us a vignette of a wealthy lady of 

fashion seated at her vanity table looking into the glass that returns 
her image. She is surrounded by symbols recalling more meaning
ful cultures of the past built on dedication, obedience, sacrifice. She 
thinks of them only as furnishings, and thinks of them very little 
even so: 

The chair she sat in, like a burnished throne, 
Glowed on the marble, where the glass 
Held up by standards wrought with fruited vines ... 
Doubled the flames of seven-branched candelabra 

If we recognize the pun on the fruitful "standards," then in turn the 
seven-branched candelabra take on more of a meaning than the 
Liberace kind. Charles Lamb claimed that a pun is "like a pistol let 
off at the ear," 15 but Eliot's are subtle enough, surely, and accomplish 
his way of working on the imagination very well. In The Four 
Quartets he tries to express the ineffable, that point where the 
timeless intersects with time. One recurring way is to use a series of 
puns on the word "still" in its two meanings of"motionless, quiet," 
and "yet, nevertheless." The intersection point is "still and still 
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moving," is "at the still point of the turning world," or appears as 
artistic form extended for an instant beyond the world of senses: 

As a Chinese jar 
Moves perpetually in its stillness. 
Not the stillness of the violin, while the note lasts, 
Not only that, but the co-existence . . . 
The twentieth century offers the pun in profusion; it is a favorite 

device with many poets, both "major" and "minor." But we shall let 
Father Hopkins' use of it serve for all, because with him the pun 
reaches perhaps its poetic zenith and its most brilliant magnitude as 
a vital element of the structure. Hopkins is not at all a steady babbler 
of puns like Joyce in Finnegan's Wake: he uses them sparingly but 
very judiciously, with maximum effect He comes up with exactly 
the right word to reverberate multiple meanings, all of which 
reinforce his theme. Take the first line of a well-known sonnet: "The 
world is charged with the grandeur of God." Try almost any 
meaning of "charge" you can think of, and each seems to apply: 
"obligated with reponsibility," "loaded like a cannon," "indebted," 
"ready to discharge like a battery," and even "assaulted." The 
second line begins as though we have touched the charged battery: 
"It will flame out ... ," while the third line treats the grandeur as a 
charge of petroleum awaiting the drill to gush forth: "It will gather to 
greatness, like the ooze of oil I Crushed." The sonnet's sestet begins 
with a line I have never been able to read aloud satisfactorily 
because it has two balanced meanings; either is applicable to the 
theme but both are not readable simultaneously by the voice, which 
must choose between inflections: "And for all this, nature is never 
spent" Should it be read to mean "And despite all this (i.e., man's 
unawareness) nature is never used up," or on the other hand "In 
behalf of changing all this (unaware pollution) nature is never 
expended as a spiritual resource?" It does not, in the end, matter; 
both readings support the main theme of God's grandeur and its 
ignoring or vandalizing by man. 

In his poem "To What Serves Mortal Beauty?" Hopkins debates 
with himself the problem of reconciling his love for the beauty of the 
world with his priestly vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. 
His Jesuit superior saw no problem there, really, so long as the love 
as not "sensual" in the common meaning of that word. But Father 
Hopkins could not let himself look at the intricacies of "glassy 
peartree leaves" without feeling guilty of being distracted from his 
high and unworldly calling. In the poem mentioned he asks the 
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troublesome question and works his way through to an answer. 
Along the way he recalls how the beauty of Anglo-Saxon boys being 
sold as slaves in Rome struck Pope Gregory, so that he said "Not 
Angles, but angels" (another historic, existential pun to be noted), 
and sent St. Augustine to convert their island. Hopkins ends his 
poem with the one word that unites the theme of mortal beauty and 
the theme of its relation to heaven's will: 

What do then? how meet beauty? Merely meet it; own, 
Home at heart, heaven's sweet gift; then leave, leave that alone. 
Yea. with that though, wish all, God's better beauty, grace. 
In another sonnet, "The Windhover," Hopkins again performs 

one of these awesomely effective puns, this time a triple one that 
fuses together two conflicting themes and includes in itself the act of 
joining them. The first nine lines exult in the grace and skill of the 
little hawk called the windhover because it can hang motionless in a 
strong wind; Hopkins sees the bird as a token of Christ, master of 
nature and glorious in his power and pride on high. Then the black
cassocked priest becomes aware that his is a servant's role of 
humility and drudgery, and fears his impulse to admire glory and 
power. As he does so, we have the lines 

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume here 
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion 
Times told lovelier, more dangerous, 0 my chevalier! 

The world "buckle" is the key word of the poem. It can mean "give 
way," as when knees or floors buckle, and as the" air, pride, plume" 
give way here; it can mean "meet head-on violently," as with rams 
buckling, and as the two motifs of glory and humility meet head-on 
here; or, as the poem goes on to show, it can mean "clasp together 
into unity," as a belt buckles, or as the experience itself locks 
together the two opposed feelings with which he must live in some 
sort of unity. That is to say, becomes the punning poem itself. 

If this dazzling use of the pun for highest purposes still does not 
convince the Addisonians, I have a couple of trump cards up my 
sleeve. The apostle Peter, whose name might be rendered today as 
"Rocky," was told" You are Rocky, and on this rock I will found my 
church." Few will think of the moment as facetious, or of the punster 
as a pedantic ignoramus. In fact, it was so solemn a moment that 
among the names assumed by popes since then there has never been 
a Rocky II or Rocky III. But we can take the case to an even higher 
court: the apostle John began his account of things: "In the 
beginning was theW ord, and theW ord was with God, and theW ord 
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was God." That, I submit, is a word with one form and two different 
meanings - in other words, a punning Word. 

The Trinity is as high as I can go for support, but I can amplify 
the idea: Brahm is one form with two meanings (Vishnu the 
Preserver and Siva the Destroyer); the Tao we have already noted as 
similar in structure; the worshipers of Dionysos upheld the theme 
that life and death are not merely two opposites, but a pattern of 
unity - as a matter of fact they expressed their inmost secret of 
salvation in the pun "Let biOs be bios." Only the shift of an accent 
distinguished the opposite meanings of" deadly weapon" and" life"; 
that is to say, "Let death be life." All these supreme beings are one 
concept which embraces conflicting opposites; that is also the 
structure of the pun. 

As nearly as I can figure, the Hereafter will be a great banqueting 
hall, with the Supreme Pun mystically reigning over the head table 
in whatever guise he chooses. In a private chamber behind closed 
doors Addison will be holding his little Senate meeting, attended 
uneasily by the haughty Dennis and the winking- blinking Dr. 
Johnson, and out to show its distaste for so indecorous a scheme of 
things. To them eternity will seem like forever, I hope. They will be 
like the frequenters of Shaw's Heaven, who know it's a boring place 
but they owe it to their position to be seen there. 

Outside the little room, though, revelling with the master of the 
feast, will be Homer, Aristotle, Sophocles, Plato, Cicero, Chaucer, 
Shakespeare, Donne, Eliot, Frost, Joyce, Hopkins, and all other 
pedantic igonoramuses loyal to the Pun. The waters of life will be 
passed around with the cigars, from right to left no doubt for those 
who drink them as vintage port I shall drink them as the finest 
champagne, dry as wit can be, and I shall speak to the wine in the 
words of a very frivolous servant of a very frivolous master in a very 
frivolous play written just after the invention of both champagne 
and the word "pun." As he pours out the bubbling novelty and 
hands it to his employer, he says excitedly, "Here, here; look how it 
puns and quibbles in the glass." 16 

NOTES 
l. John Dryden, The Wild Gallant, l.l. 
2. F. P. Wilson, "Shakespeare and the Diction of Common Life," 

Proceedings of the British Academy, XXVII (1941), 14. 
3. Actually, I made this up, as well as I can remember. 
4. John Dennis, quoted in Gentleman's Magazine, U, 324. 
5. Samuel Johnson, LLD, The Plays of William Shakespeare (1765), 

"Preface." 
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