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Talk About Literature in Kansas is a program for every Kansan who loves to read and discuss good books.  For more information about TALK and other programs for libraries, museums, and non-profit groups, contact 

www.humanitieskansas.org

On the Lighter Side

Humor is emotional chaos remembered in tranquility –– James Thurber


Life can, on occasion, be sad, stressful and depressing.  Family, friends, and neighbors can disappoint or betray us.  Times change.  Old age or ill health can bring all sorts of problems.  But humor writers can come to our rescue, bringing us both immediate laughs and healing new perspectives on the ordinary afflictions of daily living.


On the Lighter Side authors do this by giving us worlds populated with off-kilter, eccentric characters thinking and doing unusual things.  They make their characters funny and even lovable.  Seen through the lens of warm, appreciative humor, maddening things become funny and bearable.  The strange becomes the charming; local quirkiness becomes universal humanity.


Successful comedy writing isn’t easy to execute or to define.  Readers famously differ over what kinds of things they find funny.  Analyzing comic writing can be maddeningly complex.  The reader takes into account the author’s language, situations, and characters.  Topical humor, while initially amusing, can often be  doomed to lose its edge over time.  Readers are encouraged to think about humor writing from multiple perspectives, and decide for themselves where comedic novels fit in with “serious” literature.

How Elizabeth Barrett Browning Saved by Life by Mameve Medwed

Main character Abby Randolph is a Harvard-dropout making her living selling “eclectic” antiques.  She’s just been dumped by her former lover and partner, while her mother’s recently been killed in an Indian earthquake.  Things begin to look up when Abby makes an appearance on the public television program “Antiques Roadshow” with what turns out to be Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s own very valuable chamber pot.  Along the way, Medwed skewers Cambridge-Harvard pretentiousness but also offers a hopeful sense of the importance of “ordinary” lives.  255 pp.

Quite a Year for Plums by Bailey White

Bailey White, best known for her Mama Makes Up Her Mind book of humorous essays, sets Plums in her usual territory of small town southern Georgia.  There, a number of people want to help Roger, a divorced plant pathologist and peanut virologist, find true love and happiness again.  One possibility is Della, a visiting artist who interests Roger through the notes she leaves on discarded dumpster objects.  Meanwhile, Roger’s ex-mother-in-law is trying to make contact with outer-space invaders.  If almost everybody’s a little crazy, they’re also gentle and well-meaning – and very, very funny.  220 pp. 

Standing in the Rainbow by Fannie Flagg

Fannie Flagg, best known for her novel Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe, takes us to Elmwood Springs, Missouri, over the years 1946-2000.  Bobby Smith starts out the era as a 10 year old living an idyllic postwar boyhood.  His mother is Neighbor Dorothy, broadcasting her classic Midwest housewife’s radio show.  Later on, readers meet Tot Whooten, a very incompetent hairdresser; mortician Cecil Figgs; Hamm Sparks, the tractor salesman turned politician and many, many others.  Lives change, but Flagg’s warm, humorous style remains constant.  529 pp.

Walking Across Egypt by Clyde Edgerton

Seventy-eight year old Mattie Riggsbee of Listre, North Carolina tells everyone that she is slowing down and so can’t be responsible either for the stray dog or the reform-school orphan that show up in her life.  She’s busy with her church, planning her funeral, and wishing her two young-middle aged children would marry and give her grandchildren.  While the dog’s remaining days in the shelter tick down, the orphan keeps reappearing in Mattie’s life.  The disapproval of a strongly assorted cast of family and neighbors provides tension, but also laughter.  225 pp.

Suggestions for Further Reading
Douglas Adams, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy 

Sherman Alexie, The Toughest Indian in the World
Moliere (Jean-Baptiste Poquelin), The Misanthrope 

Dorothy Parker, The Portable Dorothy Parker
Jane Smiley, Moo
Thorne Smith, Topper
John Kennedy Toole, A Confederacy of Dunces
Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall, Scoop, and Vile Bodies
P. G. Woodhouse, The Code of the Woosters
