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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

That’s Funny:  Books That Make Us Laugh

Now and then one’s soul thirsts for laughter. — Theodore Roosevelt

We are often told that “laughter is the best medicine.”  Laughter has also made for some of the best reading since the time of the ancient Greeks.  Books that make us laugh are often just plain fun to read, as can be seen by their regular presence on bestseller lists.  At the same time, the very best funny books are also much more.  In the hands of master writers, humor helps us look (warts and all) at what it is to be human and what makes society tick – two topics at the heart of the humanities.  

Worthwhile humor can challenge its readers in a number of ways.  Comic form does not always mean completely cheerful subject matter or completely polite language.  Authors ever since the Greeks have used humor as a kind of sweetener for what are often serious, and sometimes no-holds-barred, representations of the world as they see it.  Thus in Brendan O’Carroll’s The Mammy readers discover that the otherwise very good women of 1960s working-class Dublin used some very unladylike language.

Another characteristic of humorous literature is that not every author or style will strike every reader as amusing.  Comic novels tend toward descriptions and vignettes of daily life rather than action plots, leaving those readers who prefer a narrative story feeling rather adrift.  Humor writing may also devote considerable time to describing big casts of flawed – if also very funny – characters, leaving other readers hungry for “at least one good Hero.”

Veteran humor readers often recommend the “let it flow” approach, in which one doesn’t worry too much about keeping plot or characters straight.  Readers focus on the authors’ comic turns of phrase, the “click” moments of recognition (“yes, that drives me crazy too!”) and the rich enjoyment of absurdity (“the prize was a lamp shaped like a giant lady’s LEG?”).  Discussion group members may want to compare notes about just what did – or didn’t – strike them funny as they read along.  The contrasting responses are a great discussion starter.

The best humor writing also challenges us to think more deeply about a number of topics.  Exactly what makes each book funny, or not?  What is distinctive about comic, as compared to non-comic, writing?  What do the books in the series tell us about expected men’s and women’s roles in pre-World War II America or 1960s Dublin?  How does Bailey White’s Deep South compare with Kansans’ stereotypes of that region?  How much has American childhood changed since Jean Shepherd’s memories of the 1930s?  And of course, what is it that reaches across time and place that we all share, together, as human beings?

The Egg and I (1945) by Betty MacDonald 
Betty MacDonald (1908-1958) wrote trenchant, good humored – and above all funny – descriptions of her own daily life.  In The Egg and I, she writes about her years as a young bride in the late 1920s, which she spent with her less-than-realistic new husband on a very primitive chicken farm in rural Washington state.  In Egg, we encounter the realities of pre-modern housekeeping and assorted      eccentric neighbors (including the original Ma and Pa Kettle of later movie fame).  MacDonald once said that she decided to write a book in which the author wasn’t always a good sport about everything, but in fact her unquenchable zest for the absurdities of both life and people is one of the great appeals of her writing.  MacDonald went on to write The Plague and I (a humorous view of her time in a tuberculosis sanatorium), Anybody Can Do Anything (how her family survived the Depression), and Onions in the Stew (an account of her life on Vashon Island near Seattle).  She was also the author of four very popular Mrs. Piggle-Wiggle books for children.  287 pp.

I’m a Stranger Here Myself (1999) by Bill Bryson
In this collection of essays written for a London magazine, Bryson ponders what modern America looks like to an American newly returned after twenty years in England.  Though often bemused by surface absurdities (such as dental floss hotlines), Bryson is fundamentally both loving and appreciative of the core of American life.  His snapshots of both change and continuity in late 20th century America offer fertile ground for discussion, with the bonus of a number of accompanying comparisons between English and American life.  Bryson is also the author of the very popular A Walk in the Woods:  Rediscovering America on the Appalachian Trail, plus a number of other funny books such as Notes from a Small Island.  288 pp.

In God We Trust, All Others Pay Cash (1966) by Jean Shepherd
Jean Shepherd, a longtime radio commentator, brings us the story of his 1960s alter-ego self, visiting back home in Indiana and remembering growing up in the 1930s in a stable, loving, but very funny working-class family and neighborhood.  All readers will enjoy the stories of fireworks run mad, the leg lamp prize, and the Great Dish Giveaway, and discovering why a Red Ryder BB gun was the ultimate source of happiness.  For those with memories of that era, the book also sparks wonderful discussions of other memories and of just how much America has, and has not, changed.  More Shepherd childhood memories can be found in Wanda Hickey’s Night of Golden Memories and in his popular film, A Christmas Story.  264 pp.

Mama Makes Up Her Mind and Other Dangers of Southern Living (1993) by Bailey White
National Public Radio commentator Bailey White tells us wildly funny stories of just exactly how the car and the bathtub got on the front porch, and how Aunt Belle taught the alligator to bellow on command.  She also moves us with the tale of her young girl’s friendship with the old horse trader Joe King.  And through it all runs the character of her Mama:  eccentric, stubborn, and wonderful, whether cooking up roadkill, sticking to her promise of campaign support, or just entertaining new acquaintances.  White continues her stories of Southern family life in Sleeping at the Starlite Motel and Other Adventures on the Way Back Home; she is also the author of Quite a Year for Plums.  229 pp.

The Mammy (1994) by Brendan O’Carroll
A number one bestseller in Ireland, this fictionalized version of Brendan O’Carroll’s own 1960s childhood world introduces us to Agnes Browne, left poor, widowed and the “mammy” of seven children.  O’Carroll, an acclaimed playwright, actor and standup comedian, tips us into the deep end of what it was really like in that place and time among the good women of pre-Vatican II Catholic, working-class Dublin.  Speaking the street language of her time and place, ignorant of much of what would be common knowledge elsewhere, Angela Browne nevertheless shows us all what it takes to defend and bring up her children, respect herself, and be there for friends in need.  O’Carroll continues his Mrs. Browne stories in The Chisellers and The Granny.  174 pp.
Suggestions for Further Reading
Adams, Douglas.  The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.  One of the funniest, most popular of all recent science fiction books.

Benson, E. F.  Mapp and Lucia.  The best of Benson’s six very successful   British comedies of manners.

Caudwell, Sarah.  Thus Was Adonis Murdered.  One of the all-time favorites among both mystery and humor readers.

Crispin, Edmund.  The Glimpses of the Moon.  Straight-faced slapstick at its finest, and not a bad mystery.

Day, Robert.  The Last Cattle Drive.  A  city boy gets entangled in a Kansas rancher’s plan to drive his cattle to market.

Flagg, Fannie.  Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Cafe.  Very funny, very touching account of life in a small, loving, eccentric Southern community.

Kimbrough, Emily, and Cornelia Otis Skinner.  Our Hearts Were Young and Gay.  A much-loved account, written in the forties, of the trip its authors took to Paris in 1920.

Loos, Anita.  Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.  Jazz Age classic that coined the phrase “diamonds are a girl’s best friend.”

Smiley, Jane.  Moo!  The story of some very odd people, and one very large pig, at a famous mid-western land grant university.

Tole, John Kennedy.  A Confederacy of Dunces.  A dark but compelling look at the seedy side of 1960s New Orleans.

Twain, Mark.  Innocents Abroad and Letters from Earth.  Twain takes on     various ludicrous aspects of late 19th-century middle class life and culture. 

Waugh, Hilary.  Scoop.  One of England’s wittiest novelists, Waugh in this 1930s novel makes fun of England’s Fleet Street newspaper establishment.

