
Readings in Literary Genres:  AMERICAN HUMOR--English 266w.09
Fall, 2002

Everything human is pathetic.  The secret source of Humor itself is not joy but sorrow.  There is no humor in heaven.  --  Pudd’nhead Wilson’s New Calendar (in Mark Twain’s Following the Equator)
Instructor:

Robert Donahoo

408 Evans Complex

Office Phone:
936-294-1421

Home Phone:
281-298-1442  (no calls after 9:00 p.m.)

Home E-mail:
donahoo@flex.net 
Office E-mail:
eng_rxd@shsu.edu (no attachments to my home computer will be opened)
Web page:
http://www.shsu.edu/~eng_rxd/
Office hours:
1:00-2:00 Tuesday/Thursday, 3:30-4:00 Tuesday/Thursday
Class Meets:

9:30 Tuesday/Thursday, Room 154 Evans Complex
Texts:


Writing Essays About Literature, Griffith




Seize the Day, Bellow




Baby with the Bathwater and Laughing Wild, Durang
Miss Lonelyhearts and The Day of the Locust, West

A Prayer for Owen Meany, Irving


A funny thing happened on the way to reading literature. . . .


Somewhere between assignments to read Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five, many students, as well as readers in general, develop the idea that “literature” is somehow set apart from the funny world we experience everyday.  We know that we like jokes and relish belly laughs, grins, and snickers, but somehow we get the idea that “literature” does not.


Nothing could be further from the truth, and this course has as one of its main goals to point out that fact.  Literature, especially as it has developed in America, has never separated itself from humor—even when it wants to be taken most seriously.  Mark Twain, one of whose earliest claims to literary fame was as the “moralist of the Pacific slope,” exemplifies this reality.   He became one of our country’s greatest writers by penning jokes around such issues as slavery, religion, and technological disaster.  This course is designed to help students explore such incongruous links.


To do so, the course will require three major intellectual accomplishments:

1. a recognition of the general ways in which literary texts manage to create what is usually called “meaning” or ideas;

2. a grasp of the different genres of humor that manifest themselves in literature and the devices used to create that humor;

3. a commitment to close, careful reading of literary texts in order to seek out and establish meanings.

A student’s success in the course will be determined by the degree to which he/she accomplishes these tasks.


To encourage success, the course will use two means to measure students’ mastery of the material.

1. Two exams—the first near mid term and the second at the time the university schedules for the course’s final exam.  These exams will consist of three sections requiring students to provide definitions of literary terms, to identify literary terms in a text and connect them to a meaning statement, and to think creatively about connections between texts.  These exams will be based both on the content of the readings assigned during one half of the semester and on knowledge of the literary and humor concepts discussed in class.  Each exam will determine one one-eighth of a student’s course grade.  Together, they will be averaged to determine one-fourth of a student’s course grade.

2. Daily quizzes—Each class period will begin with a quiz of usually 5-10 questions based on the readings assigned for that class period and on literary and humor concepts covered in the previous class session.  At mid-term, I will determine a “quiz” grade for each student based on the percentage of correct answers given on the quizzes.  I will drop the lowest quiz grade from consideration.  Thus, if we have nine quizzes worth ten points each and a student earns 10 points on each of eight quizzes and 6 points on the ninth, I will determine the student’s grade based on the eight 10-point quizzes, giving this student a quiz grade of “100.”  After the mid-term, students will begin working on a second quiz grade that will be calculated at the time of the final exam.  Students who arrive late or who miss a quiz for any reason may not retake them at another time.

3.
Short papers—Students in this class may write two short papers, but they are required to write only one.  All students are required to write Assignment One which begins as an in-class writing but may be revised for an improved grade.  Students who write only Assignment One will not be eligible to earn an “A” in the course.  Whatever grade their paper, exams, and quizzes suggest—except for any form of “A”--will be their course grade.  Students who wish to try for an “A” in the course or who feel their overall grade will benefit from two papers rather than one may also write Assignment Two.  Writing Assignment Two does not guarantee students earning an “A” for the course, but only by writing it are students eligible for an “A.”   Specific directions for both Assignment One and Assignment Two are attached to this syllabus.  For students who write only Assignment One, the grade for that paper will determine one-half of their course grade.  For students who write both Assignment one and Assignment Two, the grades on these papers will be averaged to determine one-half of their course grade.
4
Attendance--For each day a student attends a full class session, he/she will have one point added to the point grade of the next collective quiz grade.  Students generally find that these extra points can give a highly positive boost to their grade performance.  Also, this system aids me in judging attendance.  I have no concern about an excused vs. an unexcused absence, and I need not be notified or given an explanation by a student who misses class.  If you attend, you earn the point.  If you don’t attend, you don’t earn the point.  No negative penalty is attached to failure to attend—though I must point out that students who take advantage of this system to avoid attending class generally see the lack of wisdom in their decision reflected in their exam grades.


Beyond these things, I can only add that students are strongly encouraged to maintain close contact with me during the semester.  Send me questions and drafts via e-mail (please use both by office and home e-mail addresses—no attachments, please); come by my office during office hours, or schedule an appointment to see me in my office.  I can be a bit shy and reserved at times, but I enjoy talking with interested students.  More importantly, I want you to learn all you can and  earn the best grade you are capable of earning.  Good luck!

Schedule of Assigned Readings

Thursday 8/22

Introduction to the Course:  Beginning Humor




Frost, Find Poem

Parker, “Resume”  

Nemerov,  “The Sparrow in the Zoo”

Tuesday 8/27

Shepherd, “The Grandstand Passion Play of Delbert and the Bumpus Hounds,” “Ollie Hopnoodle’s Haven of Bliss” [Both on electronic reserve]




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 1-27)
Thursday 8/29

Johnson:  “The Captain Attends a Camp Meeting”




http://etext.virginia.edu/railton/huckfinn/suggs.html




Thorpe, “The Big Bear of Arkansas” http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/railton/projects/price/bear2000.htm



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 27-50)
Tuesday 9/3

Longstreet, “The Horse Swap”




http://xroads.virginia.edu/~DRBR/horse-sw.html
Clemens, “A Genuine Mexican Plug” (Chapter 24 in Roughing It) http://www.mindspring.com/~eliasen/twain/roughing/rough24.html
Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 50-84)
Thursday 9/5

Faulkner, “Spotted Horses” and “A Mule in the Yard” [electronic reserve]




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 84-100)
Tuesday 9/10

Price, “The Company of the Dead” (electronic reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 100-26)
Thursday 9/12

IN CLASS WRITING:  Gautreaux, Welding with Children” http://www.theatlantic.com/issues/97mar/9703fict/gautreau.htm

Tuesday 9/17

Ethnic Humor
Showing of Annie Hall 7 p.m. in Room 105




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 126-159)

Thursday 9/19

Allen, Annie Hall
Singer, “Gimple the Fool” (http://www.brunswickschool.org/wicknet/english/bfreeman/Anthology/gimpel_the_fool.htm)




Paley, “The Loudest Voice (Electronic Reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 159-182)
Tuesday 9/24

Chesnutt, “The Passing of Grandison” http://docsouth.unc.edu/chesnuttwife/cheswife.html#WIFE168

Hughes “Sylvester’s Dying Bed” http://edu.gsnu.ac.kr/~songmu/Poetry/Sylvester'sDyingBed.htm

Hughes “Madame and Her Madame” http://www.poets.org/poems/poems.cfm?prmID=1471
Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 182-200)
Thursday 9/26

Walker, “To Hell with Dying” (electronic reserve)




Reed, “Badman of the Guest Professor” (electronic reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 201-226)
Tuesday 10/1

Bellow, Seize the Day



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 226-232)
Thursday, 10/3

Bellow, Seize the Day




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 232-256)
Tuesday 10/8

Midterm Exam
Thursday 10/10

Black Humor



Mary Tyler Moore, “Chuckles the Clown” (video shown in class)




Bierce, “‘Items’ from the Press of Interior California” (electronic reserve)



Wagner, “At the Health Club” (electronic reserve)



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 256-282)
Friday 10/11

Last day to drop without an “F”




Deadline for degree applications for graduation May 2003

Tuesday 10/15

O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” (Electronic Reserve)




O’Brien, “The Lives of the Dead” (Electronic Reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 282-300)
Thursday 10/17

West, Miss Lonelyhearts



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 300-319)
Tuesday 10/22

West, Miss Lonelyhearts




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 319-336)
Thursday 10/24

Farce
Showing of Some Like It Hot, 7:00 p.m. in Room 105

Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 337-362)

Tuesday 10/29

Assignment Two Due
Wilder, Some Like It Hot
Clemens, “Jim Blaine and His Grandfather’s Old Ram”  (http://xroads.virginia.edu/~DRBR/twainram.html)




Perelman, “The Idol’s Eye” (Electronic Reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 362-370)
Thursday 10/31

SCMLA conference, no class

Tuesday 11/5

O. Henry, “The Ransom of Red Chief”




http://eserver.org/fiction/the-ransom-of-red-chief.html




Welty, “Why I Live at the P.O.”




http://art-bin.com/art/or_weltypostoff.html



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 370-395)
Thursday 11/7

Durang, Baby with the Bathwater




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 395-416)
Tuesday 11/12

Satire



Showing Dr. Strangelove, 7:00 p.m. in Room 105




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 417-440)
Thursday 11/14

Kubrick, Dr. Strangelove



Franklin, “The Way to Wealth” http://itech.fgcu.edu/faculty/wohlpart/alra/franklin.htm#Way



Hawthorne, “The Celestial Railroad” http://www.online-literature.com/hawthorne/127/



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 440-460)

Monday 11/18

Last day for resignations from class

Tuesday 11/19

Clemens, “Mark Twain and Mormonism:  Chapters 15 from Roughing It http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/browse-mixed-new?id=TwaRoug&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/english/modeng/parsed&tag=public



Clemens, “The Literary Offenses of James Fenimore Cooper” http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/railton/projects/rissetto/offense.html




Thurber, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty,” 




http://www.geocities.com/SoHo/Cafe/6821/thurber.html



Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 460-491)

Thursday 11/21

Barthelme, “A Manual for Sons” (electronic reserve)




Vonnegut “Fortitude” (electronic reserve)




Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 491-509)
Tuesday 11/26

Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (pages 510-558)
Thursday 11/28

Thanksgiving Break, No Class

Tuesday 12/3

Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (558-end)



Final Exam for Graduating Seniors

Thursday 12/5

Irving, A Prayer for Owen Meany (no quiz)
Final Exam

Tuesday, December 10, from 8:00 a.m. – 10:00 a.m. 
Writing Assignments
Below are two writing assignments.  Assignment One is required of all students and begins with an in-class writing that will take place on Thursday, September 12.  The specific nature of this assignment is described below.  The second assignment is requiring only for students who are attempting to earn an “A” for the course.  The specific nature of this assignment is described below.  To earn an “A” for the course, students must complete assignment one and assignment two.  However, doing both assignments is not a guarantee of earning an “A.”  A student’s grades on papers, exams, and quizzes must calculate to an “A.”

Assignment One


One of the major goals of this course is for students to be able to perform an analysis of a literary text and write a paper based on their analysis.  Therefore this assignment, required for all students in the course, focuses on analysis.


Students should arrive in class on Wednesday, July 10, having read Tim Gautreaux’s short story, “Welding With Children” (available on the internet—see address on syllabus reading schedule).  The writing prompt students will be given is this:


Based on your analysis of at least three literary elements in this story plus at least one humor device or technique, write an essay that offers as its thesis a statement of a meaning found in this story.  This thesis should be defended by the body of the essay that should show that the various aspects of the meaning statement are revealed by the three literary elements and at least one humor device.


Students will be given the entire class period to write their essay, and they may use both a copy of the story and any notes they have made as part of their analysis process.  This essay must be written in a “blue book,” and it will be evaluated on the following criteria:


1.
Does the essay offer a complete meaning statement that fits the definition of “meaning statement” used in this class?


2.
Does the essay defend the meaning statement by accurately identifying and explaining literary elements that are plainly connected to the meaning statement?


3.
Does the essay use correct grammar and spelling?


4.
Is the primary text (Gautreaux’s story) cited according to MLA style?


When the essays have been evaluated and returned, students who wish to try for a higher grade must meet with me to discuss the essay and after demonstrating in that meeting sufficient knowledge to justify a revision, they may revise the paper and submit it for re-evaluation.  However, the revised paper must be typed in accordance with MLA manuscript style.  The due date of the revision will be given to each student at his/her conference with the instructor.


If a student opts not to write Assignment two, Assignment one will determine one-half of that student’s course grade.  If a student also writes and submits Assignment two for evaluation, Assignment one will determine one-fourth of that student’s course grade.
Assignment Two

This assignment is not required of all students.  However, any student who elects not to write assignment two will be ineligible to earn a grade higher than “B” for the course.  

This assignment asks students to write a paper focused on Charles Chesnutt’s short story, “The Goophered Grapevine” (this story is on electronic reserve).  Chesnutt, an African American writer working at the end of the 19th century, had to contend with a highly racist audience and, oftentimes, publishing world.  When he first published “The Goophered Grapevine,” many of his readers assumed he was white, as the genre of the tale (it is a plantation story) was popular with white writers.  That raises some interesting issues for readers today.  One of these is what humor genre the story best fits.  For this paper, students should consider two categories:  that of ethnic humor and that of black humor.  Students should write a paper which argues that the story is best described as either a work that is defined by its use of ethnic character types and themes or by its dark themes and sense of being caught in an absurd world.  Students should show both solid knowledge of Chesnutt’s story and of either ethnic or black humor—topics we will discuss in class with Bellow’s Seize the Day and West’s Miss Lonelyhearts.  Essentially, this is a definition paper.  It must define the humor genre in a way that corresponds to the discussions held in class, and it must show that the story can be seen as fitting that definition.


The mechanical requirements of the paper are:


--it should be no longer than 750 words (that excludes title, headings, etc.)  If I think your paper is longer, I will ask you for a copy of it on disk and do a word count.


--it must follow MLA style for documentation and format.


--it must be submitted for evaluation on  Monday, July 29.


Students are welcome to bring me drafts or to discuss the assignment with me—preferably at least a week prior to the due date.  Good luck.

The Sam Houston Writing Center, located in 114 Wilson, will open on Sept. 3, 2002.  It will be open from 8 a.m. until 7 p.m. Monday-Thursday and 8 a.m. through 3 p.m. on Friday.  Our goal is to help people become better writers and so develop more confidence in their writing abilities. To this end, Writing Center tutors provide one-on-one and small group writing instruction. We also offer one-session workshops on various topics relating to writing throughout the school year.  Students may drop-in or schedule an appointment by calling
 (936) 294-3680 or by e-mail at wctr@shsu.edu.
