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Benny Grey Schuster: The History
of Easter Laughter: Johannes Oeco-
lampadius’ De risu paschali from
1518 with an Introduction, Annotated
Translation, and an Account of the
Cultural, Ecclesiastical, and Theologi-
cal Transformation of Laughter.
Berlin: Peter Lang, 2024, 386 pp.

Risus Paschalis was the custom of
priests telling jokes in their ser-
mons on Easter Sunday to make
congregations laugh. This book
about the phenomenon is written
by Benny Grey Schuster, formerly
a lecturer at the Centre for Educa-
tion and Research in Denmark. It
contains five chapters, including
the Latin text of Oecolampadius’s
De Risu Pachali, with a translation
and notes (pp. 247-305), followed by
an impressive 58-page bibliography
(pp. 311-368). An earlier version of
Schuster’s book has been published
in Danish and German.

Schuster’s point of departure
is Easter Laughter’s first mention
more than 500 years ago in a letter
from the theologian and reformer
Johannes Oecolampadius to Wolf-
gang Capito, the cathedral chaplain
and dean of the theological faculty
in Basel. The custom had probably
existed for a while when Oecolam-
padius wrote his letter in 1518. It
spread to Germany and northeast-
ern Austrian regions but seems
to have ceased after the Baroque
period. The letter was published
as a book a month after it was sent,
with the title De risu paschali and a

foreword by Wolfgang Capito. It
praises Oecolampadius because he
does not “make his listeners burst
into raucous laughter’. The term
used for ‘raucous laughter’ is cachin-
nus, or ‘guffaw’. Neither Capito
nor Oecolampadius was a fan of
Easter Laughter. Indeed, Oecolam-
padius vehemently denounces it.
His book contains severe criticism
of the phenomenon. He was still a
Catholic when he wrote his letter,
but Protestants, including Luther,
also opposed Easter Laughter. Para-
doxically, Easter Laughter survived
because of its critics.

In the first three chapters Schus-
ter focuses on Easter Laughter using
a historical approach. The first chap-
ter presents its character, age, and
geographical spread. Schuster asks
about the methods priests used and
the sort of stories they told to raise
a laugh. Obscenities? Scatological
stories? Who were the butts of the
jokes? The devil, special groups of
people? Oecolampadius does not tell
his readers, but Schuster sheds some
light on the subject based on indirect
knowledge and references to jokes
in the contemporary literature. The
second chapter presents the history
of Easter Laughter and its research
history. The third discusses the his-
torical arguments for and against the
practice, including pragmatic and
pedagogical arguments, references
to tradition, anthropological argu-
ments, and joy and resurrection as
arguments.
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The fourth chapter broadens the
perspective, examining laughter
in the context of Christianity. The
chapter is presented as an essay,
‘Did Jesus Laugh? An Essay on the
Cultural, Ecclesiastical, and Theo-
logical Transformation of Laughter’.
Schuster sees the question about the
laughter of Jesus from a historical
perspective, discussing laughter and
humour in the history of religions.
He presents its various assessments
through the ages, stressing the dis-
tance between the understanding
of laughter in the past and today.
In a striking formulation Schuster
describes the cultural history of
laughter ‘as a journey through the
body, from the genitals (antiquity) to
the stomach (Middle Ages) and the
heart (Romanticism) and finally to
the head (modernity)’ (p. 197). One
of the chapter’s themes is laughter
as an educational or liberating force;
another is humour in the service of
a critique of religion; still another
humour as a substitute for religion.
Schuster then returns to the question
of whether Jesus laughed. Having
discussed several aspects of this
question, he concludes — spoiler
alert — that he did not. The answer
is based ‘on a historical and exegeti-
cal observation, which in turn has
significant theological (and soterio-
logical) implications” (p. 237), and
he contrasts Jesus’s lack of laughter
with Yahweh’s disturbing laughter
of power in the Old Testament.

Schuster follows the history of
Easter Laughter through the ages,
demonstrating that ‘between the
considerable academic interest of
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the Baroque and, to some extent, the
Enlightenment and our time, Easter
Laughter mostly gathered moss’
(p. 95). However, it made a major
comeback in a scholarly rediscov-
ery in the 1930s, when Hans Fluck
and Mikael Bakhtin independently
returned to the subject, and when
Bakhtin made it part of a compre-
hensive theory of the medieval
culture of laughter. According to
Schuster it was Bakhtin and then
Umberto Eco’s novel, The Name of
the Rose, that ‘together have most
likely had a greater impact on the in-
ternational fame of Easter Laughter
than any of the actual research done
on the subject’ (p. 100). The twenti-
eth century saw renewed interest
among folklorists, literary scholars,
and theatre historians on the one
hand and especially theologians and
church historians on the other.

The interest in Easter Laughter
is part of an increased interest in
the study of laughter and humour
more generally that has also reached
the study of religion. Two recent
examples are Roald Dijkstra’s and
Paul van der Velde’s edited volume
Humour in the Beginning: Religion,
Humour and Laughter in Formative
Stages of Christianity, Islam, Bud-
dhism and Judaism (2022) and Robert
Feltmate’s Religion and Humour:
An Introduction (2024). Schuster’s
book belongs to this field, offering
a hitherto not undertaken compre-
hensive analysis of the historical
phenomenon of Easter Laughter.
He also presents the first transla-
tion of Oecolampadius’s text from
Latin. Schuster’s work illuminates
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several aspects of Easter Laughter
and engages in many stimulating
discussions, some of which continue
in the footnotes — the reader has
much into which to delve. Schuster
says in his afterword and acknowl-
edgements that he has worked on
Easter Laughter for more than 25
years. Such research is less under-
taken today, for the pressure always
to publish is strong. Schuster’s The
History of Easter Laughter makes one
regret this. It is an insightful and
thorough study of the historical
development of Easter laughter and
its many aspects, changing views on
laughter and religion, and culturally
permissible types of humour and
laughter. The book combines the
author’s learnedness with an enter-
taining writing style, for Schuster
is a lively presence in his own text,
and he has written a book that both
informs and engages its reader.
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