Core Topic Question

Humour
Disnae Matter by Irvine Welsh (Disnae= doesn`t: sounds like Disney: pun)
In Welsh`s short story the first-person narrator is a typical “Scottish hard man”. Explain how this narrative point of view is used to create a humorous effect. Refer to the excerpt to illustrate your answer.

Plot

narrator has been made redundant and used redundancy money to take wife and child to Disneyland (rather than squander it as he has seen others do) – low opinion of D + USA in general except for great food and service – he is telling the story of how at D a bear jumped out in front of them frightening his little girl so he punched the bear – the police arrived and feebly tried to defend bear – bear`s boss arrived, apologized to narrator, and told bear he was sacked - bear (college student doing holiday job) nearly in tears – narrator sprang to bear`s defence and threatened boss – he didn`t want bear to lose job, knows what it`s like – boss told bear how lucky he was that customer defended him – bear thanked him and wished him a nice day – narrator immediately offended again, about to punch him again, then decided not to: that was his good deed for the day

Scottish hard man (stereotype)
urban working-class

little education

monolingual (urban dialect!)

inflated sense of self

easily offended / insulted

belligerent / aggressive / violent

keen to act the hero and defender of the weak (as it suits him)

hard drinker (usually also smoker / gambler)

suspicious of others (esp.strangers)

often reactionary / conservative views

inflexible / narrow-minded

humour arises from narrative style and narrator`s attitude

style of language: authentic urban, spoken dialect; peppered with swear/taboo words

story almost impossible for non-Scots native to read; has to be read out loud >

this reflects narrative situation which is that of relating anecdote to mates in pub or similar

narrator`s attitude: boasts about how well he handled a tricky situation: defended his family, stopped smb getting sacked, refrained from punching smb who deserved it, in general acted heroically – doesn´t realize he created the whole problem in the first place and his behaviour was entirely inappropriate and unreasonable > irony 

parody/satire of hard man allows us to ridicule / criticize this type

lack of mutual understanding and culture clash / shock > embarrassing / absurd situation

narrator feels uneasy, threatened in unfamiliar surroundings – when bear jumps out he reacts as he would at home > spontaneous violence to protect his family

US cliché of service/customer always right also satirized: they`ve never had a customer like this before but even this customer is right

Extra: narrator is redeemed by his ability to empathize/sympathize with the student in the bear costume in spite of them being worlds apart in every respect: he doesn´t want him to lose his job

Excerpt: narrator`s confrontation with bear`s boss; example of narrative style; narrator now defending bear he has just punched and threatening boss who wants to sack bear (customer always right)

(I would expect student to understand gist of text only, obviously.)

Core Topic Question

Humour
The Miller`s Tale from The Canterbury Tales  by Geoffrey Chaucer

Although The Canterbury Tales was written over six hundred years ago, we can still laugh at the tale of Alison, Old John, Nicholas and Absalom. What forms of humour do we find in this tale that the modern reader can still enjoy? Refer to the excerpt (in modern English) to illustrate your answer.

Plot

Alison, a beautiful, lively 18-year-old girl, is married to Old John, a wealthy carpenter, who guards his young wife jealously but can`t satisfy her in any way. Unknown to her husband, A is having an affair with Nicholas, a student who lodges with them. Absalom, a church clerk, who is very particular in his ways, loves A from afar and comes courting her. 

For fun, N persuades Old J that he can foretell the weather and tells him to prepare for a forthcoming flood. Old J builds three wooden tubs to act as boats, which he hoists up to the ceiling. When the flood comes he only has to cut the ropes and the tubs will drop on to the water and the three of them will be saved.


A, N and Old J prepare to sleep in the tubs, but when Old J falls asleep, A and N go off to bed together. The same night Absalom comes courting A and asks for a kiss from her at the window. Tired of his attentions, A decides to play a trick on him: she agrees to a kiss but instead of presenting her mouth at the window she holds out her “naked arse”, which Absalom kisses voluptuously. He can`t see anything because of the dark night but thinks he has felt a beard, which he finds strange… Hearing A giggling, he realizes what has happened and is disgusted and outraged.


He plans revenge. He fetches a red-hot poker from the blacksmith, returns to Old J`s house and begs another kiss in return for a gold ring. N having just “risen for to piss” hears Absalom at the window, sticks his behind out of the window and breaks wind in Absalom`s face. Absalom sticks the poker where N is least expecting it. In agony, N shouts out for water. 
Hearing the cry of “Water!” Old J awakes, thinks the flood has come, cuts the ropes and crashes to the floor, breaking his arm and almost knocking himself unconscious. The neighbours come running to find out what all the noise is about. A and N persuade everybody that Old J is a superstitious, ridiculous, mad old fool.

Forms of humour we can still enjoy
Farce: absurd, complicated plot with lots of action, unexpected occurrences, consequences of actions, sudden appearances and disappearances (see excerpt)

Satire: familiar concepts: triangle relationship and naïve, insistent admirer
stereotype triangle relationship still source of humour/satire (eg celebrity marriages): rich but elderly and gullible husband with young wife who enjoys  husband`s money but seeks pleasures elsewhere; old impotent husband is deceived by young wife and virile young lover; Old John made to look entirely ridiculous: all sorts of things going on behind his back;  he is punished for being so naïve and guarding his wife so jealously (see excerpt)

naïve admirer: Absalom ridiculed for believing A could possibly be interested in him

Bawdy humour: forbidden territory; taboo-breaking, obscene, vulgar references; explicit reference to sexual behaviour, intimate body parts; shock potential still there, even for modern reader (see excerpt: beginning: fart – poker incident)

It also seems quite modern that Alison is confident, assertive, disrespectful, cheeky, vulgar etc, causes a lot of trouble but is the only character who emerges unscathed – the three men all suffer in some way (we tend to think we have a monopoly on sex in the modern age or that girls like Alison emerged for the first time in the 20th century - students were surprised by this aspect of Chaucer: didn`t think “old-fashioned” literature would be so “rude”) 

Core Topic Question

Humour
Bridget Jones`s Diary by Helen Fielding

What type of reader is most likely to enjoy the humour in a “chick lit” novel and why? 

Refer to the excerpt to describe some of the techniques used in this novel to create a humorous effect.
Chick lit describes a type of light, usually humorous novel dealing with problems of young working/career women in modern world. Appreciation of humour (in general) depends on reader competence ie ability to identify / empathize with fictional characters, recognize familiar dilemmas, share common experiences etc  Therefore readers who can identify / empathize with Bridget Jones-type characters, women who lead (or have had experience of) a similar life-style, will be most likely to find the novel funny. Hence chick lit: literature about chicks for chicks that doesn´t take itself too seriously, is mainly for entertainment. Satire on modern urban life especially as it affects women, who are revealed as being less emancipated, independent, self-assured, in control than they are supposed to be.

This kind of humour allows the competent reader, by identifying with BJ, to indulge in self-deprecation, laugh at her own shortcomings/faults, cope with anxieties/fears, acknowledge obsessions/neurotic behaviour, enter forbidden territory etc. BJ addresses issues that many women have experience of but are sometimes too ashamed to admit to (eg anxiety about relationships or lack of them, various complexes etc). By drawing attention to them, making them the subject of humour, showing that they are shared experiences the novel can have a therapeutic effect.

Excerpt (we looked at similar excerpts in class but this is “unseen”)

Style:parody of diary form with clipped, abbreviated style (eg missing “I”)

Listing: frequently used for humorous effect to show BJ`s obsession with weight, calorie-counting, inability

to keep New Year Resolutions (a list in themselves, of course); often absurd eg counting negative thoughts

Exaggeration (Hyperbole): number of cigs., negative thoughts

Metaphor/Simile: B compares getting ready to go on a date to farm work: it`s exhausting, hard work; there are things to be plucked out, cut, sprayed, treated, kept in order; if you don`t do it regularly, chaos breaks out > irony: beauty procedures are supposed to be a luxury / treat / pampering / self-indulgent / enjoyable; B makes it sound strenuous, unglamorous - an unpleasant chore you can`t afford to neglect. If she didn`t do it, what would she look like, if she “reverted to nature” like a neglected field? > Exaggeration in description of hairy legs, bad skin, etc. (Dennis Healey is well-known politician with huge, shaggy eyebrows). Metaphor: graveyard of skin cells – so many and you can see them, also unpleasant association; spots erupting like volcano; “flobbering” made up word, combination of flabby/blubber/floppy etc

irony: B says no wonder girls have no confidence when they look like this in their natural state but in fact it takes self-confidence to accept one`s natural self and not feel obliged to conform to an idealized, unnaturally perfect image 

listing  again here: accumulation of various beauty procedures

