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Every Man in His Humour Summary: Exploring Ben Jonson'’s Classic Comedy

every man in his humour summary offers a fascinating glimpse into the world of early 17th-
century English theatre. Written by Ben Jonson, one of the most prominent playwrights of the
Jacobean era, this play is a witty and insightful comedy that delves into human nature, societal
quirks, and the eccentricities that make us all unique. If you've ever wondered about the complexity
of human behavior and how it can be portrayed humorously on stage, this summary will serve as
both an introduction and an exploration of Jonson’s sharp wit and keen observation.

Understanding the Context of Every Man in His
Humour

Before diving into the plot, it’s helpful to understand the background of the play. First performed in
1598, *Every Man in His Humour* is often credited with helping to establish the genre of humors
comedy. The term “humour” in this context refers to the medieval belief that human behavior is
governed by bodily fluids or “humors” (blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile), each influencing
personality traits. Jonson cleverly uses this concept to craft characters who embody exaggerated
traits or “humours,” making their interactions both comedic and revealing.

The Importance of Humour Theory in the Play

Ben Jonson’s use of humour theory allows him to explore how dominant personality traits can lead to
misunderstandings, conflicts, and comic situations. Each character represents a particular humour,
whether it’s jealousy, vanity, or cowardice, and their exaggerated traits cause them to behave in
predictable yet entertaining ways. This approach not only drives the plot but also provides a satirical
commentary on human foibles and societal norms.

Plot Overview: Every Man in His Humour Summary

At its core, *Every Man in His Humour* revolves around the interactions of a group of friends and
acquaintances in London, each characterized by a dominant humour. The central plot follows the
young gentleman Edward Knowell, who is in love with a woman named Kitely’s niece. Kitely, a
jealous and suspicious man, is one of the key figures embodying the humour of jealousy.

The play’s main storyline unfolds as Knowell attempts to win the affection of his beloved while
navigating the challenges posed by Kitely’s jealousy and other comic intrigues involving the
supporting characters. These include Kitely’s friend, Wellbred, who is a fashionable gallant, and
Bobadil, a boastful braggart whose exaggerated sense of courage leads to humorous situations.



Key Characters and Their Dominant Humours

Understanding the characters is essential to grasping the humour-driven narrative:
e Edward Knowell - The earnest and honest young lover, representing reason and balance
amid the chaos.
 Kitely - Marked by jealousy, he suspects everyone of infidelity and is quick to anger.

e Bobadil - A bombastic and cowardly braggart who pretends to be brave but is easily
frightened.

e Wellbred - The fashionable gallant, obsessed with appearances and social status.

e Brainworm - A wit and a schemer who manipulates others for his own amusement.

Each character's dominant humour shapes their actions and interactions, leading to a variety of
comedic misunderstandings and resolutions by the play’s end.

Thematic Elements in Every Man in His Humour
Summary

One of the reasons this play endures is its exploration of timeless themes wrapped in humor and
satire. From jealousy and pride to social pretensions and human folly, Jonson’s keen eye captures
the universal aspects of human nature.

Jealousy and Suspicion

Jealousy is a driving force in the play, especially embodied by Kitely. His suspicion of his wife’s
fidelity leads to a series of misunderstandings that fuel much of the comedy. This theme reflects the
dangers of mistrust and the absurd lengths to which jealousy can push a person.

Social Pretension and Vanity

Characters like Wellbred illustrate the obsession with social status and appearance. Jonson pokes
fun at the superficiality of such pursuits, showing how vanity can make people ridiculous in their
own eyes and those of others.



Human Folly and Self-Awareness

Perhaps the most enduring appeal of *Every Man in His Humour* is its ability to hold up a mirror to
human folly. The exaggerated traits of each character encourage audiences to recognize similar
tendencies in themselves and society, fostering a sense of self-awareness and humor about human
imperfections.

Ben Jonson’s Style and Contribution to Elizabethan
Drama

Ben Jonson’s writing style in *Every Man in His Humour* is characterized by sharp dialogue, clever
wordplay, and intricate plotting. His focus on character-driven comedy set the stage for later
developments in English drama, influencing playwrights such as Shakespeare and later Restoration
dramatists.

The Use of Satire and Wit

Jonson’s play is rich with satirical elements that critique social norms and human weaknesses. His
wit is subtle yet pointed, allowing audiences to enjoy the humor while reflecting on deeper societal
issues.

Characterization Over Plot

Unlike some contemporaries who focused heavily on plot twists, Jonson emphasized detailed
character development. This focus helps the play’s humour feel organic, as the comedy arises
naturally from the characters’ personalities rather than contrived situations.

Why Every Man in His Humour Remains Relevant
Today

Even centuries after its debut, *Every Man in His Humour* remains relevant because its exploration
of human nature transcends time. The exaggerated but recognizable human traits resonate with
modern audiences, reminding us that while society changes, the core of human behavior remains
constant.

Lessons from the Play

There are useful takeaways from this play that can be applied in everyday life:



¢ Recognizing Our Own Humours: Identifying dominant traits within ourselves can lead to
better self-understanding and improved relationships.

e The Danger of Jealousy: The play’s portrayal of jealousy warns against letting suspicion
cloud judgment.

e The Value of Honesty: Edward Knowell’s sincerity contrasts with other characters’ flaws,
highlighting the importance of integrity.

Performing and Studying the Play Today

Modern productions of *Every Man in His Humour* often emphasize the timelessness of its humor
and the universality of its themes. Students and theatre enthusiasts study the play to gain insight
into early modern drama, character archetypes, and the use of humour as social commentary.

Exploring *every man in his humour summary* reveals not only the plot and characters of a classic
play but also the enduring power of comedy to reflect and critique human nature. Whether you're a
literature student, a theatre lover, or simply curious about Elizabethan drama, Ben Jonson’s work
offers a rich and engaging experience that continues to entertain and enlighten.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Every Man in His Humour' by Ben
Jonson?

The main theme of 'Every Man in His Humour' revolves around the concept of human humours and
how they influence behavior, highlighting the follies and vices of individuals based on their dominant
temperament.

Who are the central characters in 'Every Man in His Humour'?

The central characters include Kitely, a jealous husband; Edward, his friend; Brainworm, a witty
gallant; and master Stephen, a country gentleman, each representing different humours and traits.

What is the significance of the title 'Every Man in His
Humour'?

The title signifies that every person behaves according to their dominant humour or temperament,
which shapes their personality and actions, a popular belief in Elizabethan medicine and literature.



How does Ben Jonson use comedy in 'Every Man in His
Humour'?

Ben Jonson employs comedy through satirical portrayal of characters' exaggerated humours, witty
dialogues, and humorous situations to critique social behaviors and human weaknesses.

What is the plot of 'Every Man in His Humour' summarized?

The plot follows Kitely, who suspects his wife of infidelity, and through misunderstandings and comic
incidents involving other characters, the truth unfolds, emphasizing human folly and the influence of
humours.

Why is 'Every Man in His Humour' considered important in
English literature?

It is considered important because it is one of the earliest examples of a comedy of humours,
influencing later playwrights like Shakespeare and contributing to the development of English
comedic drama.

How does 'Every Man in His Humour' reflect Elizabethan
society?

The play reflects Elizabethan society by portraying social classes, manners, and concerns of the
time, particularly the obsession with humours and the moral lessons drawn from everyday behavior.

What literary devices are prominent in 'Every Man in His
Humour'?

Prominent literary devices include satire, irony, characterization based on humours, and witty
dialogue, all used to engage the audience and deliver moral commentary effectively.

Additional Resources

Every Man in His Humour Summary: An In-Depth Analysis of Ben Jonson’s Satirical Comedy

every man in his humour summary offers a window into the early 17th-century English
Renaissance theatre, encapsulating Ben Jonson’s sharp wit and pioneering use of character-driven
comedy. As one of Jonson's earliest and most significant plays, it stands as a foundational work that
not only reflects the social and cultural milieu of its time but also showcases the playwright’s
distinctive approach to dramatizing human follies. This article delves into a comprehensive summary
and critical examination of *Every Man in His Humour*, exploring its themes, characters, and lasting
impact on English drama.



Overview of Every Man in His Humour

*Every Man in His Humour* was first performed in 1598 and is often credited as a seminal work that
helped shape the genre of comedy of humours. Jonson’s play revolves around the idea that every
individual is dominated by a particular “humour” — a prevailing temperament or personality trait —
which drives their behavior and interactions. This concept, drawn from the classical theory of the
four humours (blood, phlegm, black bile, and yellow bile), serves as the structural and thematic
backbone of the play.

Set in London, the narrative unfolds around a diverse cast of characters, each embodying a distinct
humour that leads to comic misunderstandings and social satire. The story primarily focuses on the
conflict between Kitely, a jealous husband obsessed with his wife’s fidelity, and other characters who
are entangled in schemes, deceptions, and romantic pursuits. Jonson’s intricate plotting and sharp
dialogue reveal the absurdities of human nature and societal pretensions.

Plot Summary and Key Characters

At its core, *Every Man in His Humour* follows Kitely, whose jealousy fuels the central tension.
Convinced that his wife is unfaithful, Kitely’s suspicions drive much of the action, creating
misunderstandings that are both humorous and revealing. Other pivotal characters include:

e Edward Knowell - A young gentleman and the play’s more rational figure, representing the
sanguine humour.

e George Downright - An outspoken and straightforward man, embodying the choleric
humour.

e Master Stephen - A foolish and vain character driven by vanity and self-importance.

» Bobadil - A braggart soldier, whose exaggerated stories and pretensions provide comic relief.

The interplay among these characters highlights their humours, leading to a series of farcical
situations that expose the folly and hypocrisy inherent in social and personal relationships.

Thematic Exploration and Social Commentary

One of the most compelling aspects of *Every Man in His Humour* lies in its thematic exploration of
human nature through the lens of humours theory. Jonson’s use of this medical and psychological
concept from antiquity allows him to dissect personality traits and societal roles with precision and
humor.



Humour Theory as a Dramatic Device

The theory of the four humours — sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic — was widely
accepted during the Elizabethan era as a way to explain individual personality differences. Jonson
adopts and adapts this theory by assigning exaggerated traits to each character, which dictate their
motivations and actions. This device not only drives the comedy but also serves as a critique of rigid
social types and the dangers of allowing one's defining trait to dominate one’s life.

Satire of Social Pretensions

Beyond individual psychology, *Every Man in His Humour* operates as a satire of social manners
and pretenses prevalent in Elizabethan London. Through the characters’ interactions, Jonson
exposes the superficiality of social status, the absurdity of jealousy, and the folly of self-deception.
The play’s humor emerges from the contrast between characters’ self-perceptions and their actual
behaviors, a technique that resonates with audiences even in contemporary times.

Literary Significance and Influence

In the context of English Renaissance drama, *Every Man in His Humour* holds a distinctive place
for several reasons. It is often regarded as one of the earliest examples of the comedy of humours, a
genre that Jonson further developed and popularized. This approach influenced contemporaries and
successors alike, including Shakespeare, who is believed to have been familiar with Jonson’s work.

Comparison with Shakespearean Comedy

While Shakespeare’s comedies often rely on mistaken identities, romantic entanglements, and poetic
language, Jonson’s comedy is more structured around character typology and moral lessons. *Every
Man in His Humour* presents a more direct and pointed satire, emphasizing social critique over
romantic idealism. The clear delineation of character traits contrasts with Shakespeare’s more fluid
and psychologically complex characters, highlighting differing dramatic philosophies.

Pros and Cons in Dramatic Execution

e Pros: The play’s tight structure and focused characterizations make it an effective vehicle for
satire. Jonson’s language is sharp and witty, and the use of humours offers a unique
framework for comedy.

e Cons: Some modern readers might find the character types somewhat rigid or exaggerated,
potentially limiting emotional engagement. Additionally, certain plot devices may feel dated to
contemporary audiences.



Nevertheless, the play’s historical value and its pioneering role in the comedy of humours genre are
undisputed.

Production and Reception Over Time

Since its premiere, *Every Man in His Humour* has enjoyed varied interpretations on stage. Initially
performed by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, the company that also staged Shakespeare’s works, it
was well-received for its originality and social insight. Throughout the centuries, the play has been
revived intermittently, often used as a study piece to understand Elizabethan theatrical conventions
and Jonson’s craftsmanship.

Modern productions tend to emphasize its satirical edge and the universality of its themes,
demonstrating that, despite changes in societal norms, the core human follies Jonson portrayed
remain relevant.

Relevance in Contemporary Theatre Studies

Academically, *Every Man in His Humour* is invaluable for exploring early modern theories of

personality and their expression in literature. It serves as a case study in how Renaissance writers
incorporated classical ideas into popular entertainment. For students and scholars, the play offers
insight into the transition from medieval morality plays to more sophisticated character comedies.

In addition, the text’s rich use of language and dramatic structure provides material for linguistic
and theatrical analysis, making it a staple in curricula focused on English Renaissance drama.

Every Man in His Humour stands as a testament to Ben Jonson’s skill in blending classical theory
with sharp social observation. Through a vibrant cast of characters and incisive humor, the play not
only entertains but also invites reflection on the timeless quirks of human behavior and social
interaction. Its enduring presence in literary and theatrical discourse underscores the continued
relevance of Jonson’s vision in understanding the complexities of personality and society.
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