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INTRODUCTION

FOR all that has been written about the origins of The New Yorker, the significance of one fact has been overlooked: its main backer owed his fortune to yeast. To be founded upon yeast is different from being founded upon soap, or steel, or natural gas, and, surely, the source of this seed money—spore money?—set the tone for all that followed. Our first editor, Harold Ross, wanted a publication that would be consistently leavened by comedy. It was his constant refrain: “We need words like the art”—prose that matched the spirit of the cartoons. “Humor was allowed to infect everything,” E. B. White, a singularly contagious soul, would write. And Ross’s efforts paid off: New Yorker humor, like Dole pineapples and Microsoft operating systems, represents a deep alliance of product and institution.

It was a serious business, putting out what Ross called his “comic weekly.” Lois Long, an early contributor, described daily staff meetings that consisted of craps games, and an editor whose wont was “to move the desks about prankishly in the dead of night.” (Some things never change.) To start naming the magazine’s contributors in its earliest years is to explain how Ross achieved his objectives. There was Dorothy Parker, who, as Constant Reader, concluded a review of Dreiser’s memoir Dawn with the couplet “Theodore Dreiser / Should ought to write nicer.” There was Robert Benchley, for a decade the magazine’s chief drama critic, who ascribed to John Barrymore’s Hamlet “the smile of an actor who hates actors, and who knows that he is going to kill two or three before the play is over.” There was Lois Long herself on fashion; Ring Lardner on radio; George Ryall (Audax Minor) on the racetrack; and Alexander Woollcott on whatever popped into his head. If humor infected everything, it was because it wasn’t quarantined to humor pieces, or “casuals,” as they came to be known. An undercurrent of jokiness ran through the reviews and the commentary. (That tradition has lasted—from the unfailing urbanity of Brendan Gill and the unfailing anti-urbanity of Pauline Kael down to the spring-loaded wit of such writers as Nancy Franklin and Anthony Lane, who have kept the art of the comic review very much alive.) After the arrival, in the thirties, of Joseph Mitchell and A. J. Liebling, Ross got long-form journalism with matching brio and brilliance. The comic weekly had come of age.

Still, if there was such a thing as New Yorker humor—as distinct from humor in The New Yorker—the credit must go largely to E. B. White and James Thurber. White, a master of understatement, could creep along so quietly you might not realize that he was stalking prey, and that you were it. Thurber was perhaps a more belligerent soul, but then his favorite quarry was himself. Both worked in every comic form and invented new ones; and their touch was so pervasive that, in the words of Brendan Gill, “the persona of the magazine [was] White-Thurber.” Yet White and Thurber had a particular genius for creating personas of their own. In 1927, Thurber published “An American Romance,” which opens, “The little man in an overcoat that fitted him badly at the shoulders had had a distressing scene with his wife. He had left home with a look of serious determination and had now been going around and around in the central revolving door of a prominent department store’s main entrance for fifteen minutes.” With this, “Little Man” humor, as it came to be called, was launched—tales of ineffectual men victimized by the world, by women, by nagging suspicions of their own absurdity.

Another comic specialty of the magazine was what Benchley dubbed “dementia praecox” humor: monologues, basically, of the unstrung and the unhinged—“The Tell-Tale Heart” with laughs. It was a mainstay of Benchley’s repertory, and so was the news-clipping conceit: the piece that started with some scrap of news and elaborated on the premise ad absurdum. In the thirties, the humorous reminiscence, too, became a staple of The New Yorker. It began, more or less, with a notable series of pieces by Clarence Day, a former stockbroker who, confined to his apartment by severe arthritis, set about writing affectionately satiric anecdotes about life with his father. Shortly after Day’s first piece appeared, in 1933, Thurber started publishing bits of autobiography about his Ohio upbringing, eventually collected under the title My Life and Hard Times. Thus primed, the pump soon yielded memoirs by Ludwig Bemelmans, H. L. Mencken, and Ruth McKenney. As an old bit of magazine wisdom has it, you get what you publish.

Sometimes—blessedly—you get even what you don’t publish. To editors, as custodians of standards, work that broke the rules could seem just broken. A recent chronicler of the magazine, Ben Yagoda, has extracted from the archives an exchange of memos among three of its most illustrious editors—Katharine S. White, Wolcott Gibbs, and John Mosher—in reaction to a 1933 submission called “The Island of Dr. Finkle,” apparently inspired by the recently released film version of The Island of Dr. Moreau. Here’s a sample.

WHITE: “Not having seen the Island of Dr. What’s His Name I don’t know whether this is any good. He seems to be burlesquing a dozen things at once also??”

GIBBS: “I didn’t know there was any such book. Thought this was just a burlesque of those old clubmen talking about India stories. . . . Object to one or two of the worst gags, but other wise O.K. By the way, Donald Stewart and Thurber have both done things like this, if it matters.”

MOSHER: “Awful humor—this dry, synthetic stale style—central idea about island is rather funny perhaps. . . . I can’t stand these trick phrasings—jumpy nervous nasty things.”

In a letter of rejection to the author, Ross offered the following counsel: “I think you ought to decide when you write a piece whether it is going to be a parody, or a satire, or nonsense. These are not very successfully mixed in short stuff; that has been my experience.” Though the advice went unheeded, a few years later Ross hired Sidney Joseph Perelman anyway. In an introduction to a 1937 Perelman collection, Robert Benchley himself graciously declared that the Brooklyn-born interloper now owned the “dementia praecox field”: “Any further attempts to garble thought-processes sounded like imitation-Perelman.” Perhaps determined to keep such imitators at bay, Perelman went on to flood the market with the real thing, contributing three hundred casuals over the next four decades. In 1952—when about a hundred and thirty of them had so far seen print—W. H. Auden pronounced The New Yorker “the best comic magazine in existence.”

Persistence was one way past the praetorian guards, but there were other routes, too. Prospective contributors may wish to study the example of Peter De Vries. De Vries, who grew up in Chicago, came to The New Yorker’s attention from Poetry magazine via James Thurber; and he came to Thurber’s attention via a flattering essay he had published entitled “James Thurber: The Comic Prufrock.” It is just possible to imagine that his career trajectory would have been different had he published, instead, “Ed Sullivan: The Comic Prufrock.”

Students of the magazine have pointed out that the fifties saw the addition of relatively few new comic voices. There are various theories to account for this. Some conjecture that if only people like Stanley Elkin, Terry Southern, or Joseph Heller had published something along the lines of “James Thurber: The Comic Prufrock,” they, too, might have found their way into the magazine. Others blame the growing allure of Hollywood—the maw of Tinseltown. Yet, as was the case with Benchley, Perelman, and Parker, the traffic between the coasts goes both ways. Sensitive artists, moreover, have always found this world of glitz and glamour something of a hardship post, what with being ordered around by besuited philistines and having their words hacked at by an army of anonymous interlopers. Which is not to say that Hollywood is any better.

In the event, the lean years were followed by fat: in the sixties, new arrivals included Calvin Trillin, Pauline Kael, Donald Barthelme, and Woody Allen. They published journalism, criticism, fiction, and casuals, and they were funny, in ways slightly different from the way people used to be funny. In the seventies and eighties, some of the magazine’s most distinctive voices—including Garrison Keillor, Veronica Geng, George W. S. Trow, and Ian Frazier—devoted themselves to reinventing the casual. (To read Frazier’s “A Reading List for Young Writers” is to inoculate oneself against writing sonorously about literature.) And in the past decade a new generation of contributors—but why mention names you’ll find in the issues on your coffee table?—both extend and pay homage to a tradition arduously achieved, and do it in ways that can be stunningly original, or stunningly not. As the poet said, there’s tradition, and there’s the individual talent, and a collection like this one helps you appreciate how intertwined the two are—how eerily contemporary some of the old stuff seems, how venerable some of the new.

WHY did we choose what we chose? On the whole, the basis for our selections was visceral: Was a piece funny? Is it still? Did it make us gasp with admiration and an apprehension of the sublime? (This last was optional.) Yes, you’ll find the odd concession—sometimes very odd—to literary history. But basically pieces are here because they made us laugh. A very few are here because they’re weird, ethereal, and beautiful, and would have made us laugh if we were better people. Sophisticates may object that we have included pieces they consider overexposed, excessively familiar. Behind this objection, we submit, is a fetching misunderstanding of contemporary American culture. “Overexposed” may describe a Pepsi commercial with Britney Spears; it does not describe “The Night the Ghost Got In.”

What taxed our ingenuity wasn’t so much deciding what to put in as deciding what not to. “Humor was allowed to infect everything,” as White had observed, and, for an anthologist, that’s just the problem. A collection of humor writing from The New Yorker can’t be a collection of humorous writing from The New Yorker—a category that would include perhaps the greater part of the magazine’s output. To keep the book to a compassable length, we resorted to firm, if arbitrary rules. In the end, the essential principle of inclusion, for any given candidate, was simple: did we fail to come up with some excuse for excluding it?

Most “humor pieces”—casuals, or the sort of piece that in today’s New Yorker runs under the rubric Shouts & Murmurs—are short: canapés, not steaks. These are mostly what you’ll find here: pieces that have some specific density of wit or are governed by a comic premise. And yet some of the finest instances of humor are, one might say, incidental (though incidental in an integral way) to a work of journalism. These are nonfiction narratives where, in the words of Calvin Trillin, “the jokes sometimes are suspended for the lamentable necessity of transferring a little information to the reader.” Our decision to scant such pieces means that some of our funniest contributors aren’t represented. We’ve already beaten ourselves up over this, so don’t feel you have to. Likewise, we generally gave a cold shoulder to short stories. We did so out of the kind of anxiety that inspires trade quotas: if we opened our doors to their authors, we’d be inundated with scarily deserving contenders—from Sally Benson to George Saunders—and hardworking native humorists would be put out of work. Hence our recourse to such protectionist edicts as would put the Hawley-Smoot Act to shame. Having established these firm ground rules, naturally, we proceeded to violate them, dutifully proving the rule with its necessary exceptions.

Rules, anyway, get you only so far. Occasionally, we found that a comic tour de force required a slightly greater familiarity with Van Wyck Brooks or Frank Harris than could now be assumed; nor do we apologize for omitting a dead-on parody of James Branch Cabell. There were instances in which reclamation would have amounted to cruelty, in a whatever-happened-to-Baby-Jane sort of way. Some classics are best appreciated in the diffuse, amber light of distant recollection, and we honored them by not disturbing their repose. And, of course, a great deal of the most ingenious and uproarious work is, by design, topical; it belongs to a particular place and time. This is not said invidiously. The vaunted “test of time” is a circular one: all the test of time really tells you is whether something has survived the test of time. Unless strontium 90 is to be preferred to sunflowers, perishability is no disgrace. But these concerns applied only to a minority of cases. In truth, there were hundreds of pieces we’d love to have included, had we not—vide deforestation, the greenhouse gases—loved the planet more. “I must get back to the office and reject,” John Mosher used to say to his lunch companions. The poor fellow. We thought about him a lot.

“WHEN you are creeping through the literary underbrush hoping to bag a piece of humor with your net, nothing seems funny,” Russell Baker wrote in a preface to an anthology of American humor that he compiled. “The thing works the other way around. Humor is funny when it sneaks up on you and takes you by surprise.”

Yes, funny writing is funny that way. Defying the laws of nature, humor is often diluted by concentration. So you might be ill-advised to read this book straight through. Consider this, rather, a prescription of antibiotics, to be rationed out over a period of time, not knocked back all at once. Consider it a fridge full of food, and put yourself on a diet. Print is a perilous medium, so precautions must be taken. When stand-up comedians play to a club, there’s usually a two-drink minimum, which means they’re extracting laughs from a pleasantly sozzled audience. Are you pleasantly sozzled? We worry about these things. We worry about the sated reader who turns pages out of obligation, as stone-faced as an Easter Island moai.

This collection is divided into categories that reflect a few salient preoccupations of the contributors. We’d like to pretend these categories represent a definitive taxonomy. In truth, given the amount of overlap, the exercise was more like assigning students to a homeroom. Still, one distinction did seem useful: we wanted to segregate pieces that are basically witty but truthful essays or recollections from those that are basically fictive conceits (as most of them are). You don’t want to have to get to the fourth paragraph to figure out that the voice is the author’s, not some apparently soigné narrator whose lofty tones will devolve into utter lunacy before the piece is over. Reflections and recollections, however various, have thus been placed in administrative custody for their own protection and yours. But beyond this? We laboriously organized the contents in a cunning, intricate sequence so that you could enjoy the transgressive thrill of reading them out of order.

IN gathering these pieces, we somehow racked up more debts than a first-term congressman. Thanks, first and foremost, are due C. S. Ledbetter, one of the institution’s true stalwarts, who made his way through the depths of the New Yorker archives like a foraging Egyptologist equipped with hand trowel and toothbrush. Mr. Ledbetter is alert even to ironies pitched beyond the normal range of human hearing. Thanks, also, to Susan Morrison, for her stewardship of the Shouts & Murmurs department and her attentive egg-candling of the magazine’s more recent offerings. To Pamela Maffei McCarthy and Edward Klaris, for ensuring that these pieces could be reprinted legally and by a publishing house, rather than illegally and by a campus-based file-sharing system. To Alice Quinn, for her sensitive sifting through of the magazine’s light and lightish and not all that light verse. To Christopher Shay and Erin Overbey of the magazine’s library, for assistance of every variety. We’re particularly indebted to Leo Carey, Dana Goodyear, and Brenda Phipps, who were responsible for the Notes on Contributors (assisted by Jacob Goldstein, Chuck Wilson, and Austin Kelley), and who kept the project on the rails.

This book of humor writing further benefited from the advice of some of the most distinguished practitioners of the art: Roger Angell, Nancy Franklin, Ian Frazier, Adam Gopnik, Charles McGrath, Calvin Trillin, and John Updike. We are also grateful to Daniel Menaker, a New Yorker veteran as well as the book’s editor at Random House. To have counsellors and kibbitzers of such distinction is indeed a privilege: it means we can claim responsibility for all remaining oversights, confident that readers will see through our affected modesty and assign the blame elsewhere.
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E. B. WHITE

 CRITIC

The critic leaves at curtain fall

To find, in starting to review it,

He scarcely saw the play at all

For watching his reaction to it.

1925

SONG TO BE DISREGARDED

I wrote six poems

With love for a theme;

I slept six nights

With love for a dream.


I’ve read them over,

And dreamt them again:

Never give a lover

A bed or a pen.

1928

TO A PERFUMED LADY AT THE CONCERT

Madam, the pervasive scent

Rendering your person smelly

Formed a thick integument

Round the music of Corelli.

Lost on me the Sarabande.


Lady odorous and rare,

You were such a proper noseful

All the brasses of “La Mer”

Seemed by contrast quite reposeful.

Lost on me the muted trumpet.


Baby drenched in fragrance vile,

Scent in public may be legal

But it blanketed the guile

Of a piece like “Eulenspiegel.”

Lost on me was Dicky Strauss.


Madam reeking of the rose,

Red of hair and pearl of earring,

I came not to try my nose,

I was there to try my hearing.

Lost on me the whole darn concert.


Madam! Lady! Baby doll!

This is what the world objects to:

Must you smell up all the hall

Just to charm the guy you’re next to?

You were lost on him already.

1932

SONG OF THE QUEEN BEE

“The breeding of the bee,” says a United States Department of Agriculture bulletin on artificial insemination, “has always been handicapped by the fact that the queen mates in the air with whatever drone she encounters.”

When the air is wine and the wind is free

And the morning sits on the lovely lea

And sunlight ripples on every tree,

Then love-in-air is the thing for me—

I’m a bee,

I’m a ravishing, rollicking, young queen bee,

That’s me.


I wish to state that I think it’s great,

Oh, it’s simply rare in the upper air,

It’s the place to pair

With a bee.

Let old geneticists plot and plan,

They’re stuffy people, to a man;

Let gossips whisper behind their fan.

(Oh, she does?

Buzz, buzz, buzz!)

My nuptial flight is sheer delight;

I’m a giddy girl who likes to swirl,

To fly and soar

And fly some more,

I’m a bee.

And I wish to state that I’ll always mate

With whatever drone I encounter.


There’s a kind of a wild and glad elation

In the natural way of insemination;

Who thinks that love is a handicap

Is a fuddydud and a common sap,

For I am a queen and I am a bee,

I̵7;m devil-may-care and I’m fancy-free,

The test tube doesn’t appeal to me,

Not me,

I’m a bee.

And I’m here to state that I’ll always mate

With whatever drone I encounter.


Let mares and cows, by calculating,

Improve themselves with loveless mating,

Let groundlings breed in the modern fashion,

I’ll stick to the























































































































































Endnotes





To return to the corresponding text, click on the asterisk and reference number.





*1AUTHOR’S NOTE: Bergie was in this same class.

*2This sentence written by Steve Martin as heard from Cindy Adams.

*3Schwanzleben, in his work “Humor After Death,” hits on this point indirectly when he says, “All laughter is a muscular rigidity spasmodically relieved by involuntary twitching. It can be induced by the application of electricity as well as by a so-called ‘joke.’ ”

*4A man who lived in a boarding house brought a horse home with him one night, led it upstairs, and shut it in the bathroom. The landlady, aroused by the commotion, protested, pointed to the broken balustrade, the torn stair carpet, and the obvious maladjustment of the whole thing, and asked the man, confidentially, just why he had seen fit to shut a horse in the common bathroom. To which the man replied, “In the morning, the boarders, one by one, will go into the bathroom, and will come rushing out, exclaiming, ‘There’s a horse in the bathroom!’ I want to be able to say, ‘Yes, I know.’ ”

*5Gunfy, in his “Laughter Considered as a Joint Disease,” holds that the letter “W” is not essential to the beginning of a joke; so long as it comes in somewhere before the joke is over. However, tests made on five hundred subjects in the Harvard School of Applied Laughter, using the Mergenthaler Laugh Detector, have shown that, unless a joke begins with the letter “W,” the laughter is forced, almost unpleasant at times.

*6A. E. Bassinette, in his pamphlet “What Is Humor—A Joke?,” claims to have discovered a small tropical fly which causes laughter. This fly, according to this authority, was carried from Central America back to Spain by Columbus’s men, and spread from there to the rest of Europe, returning to America, on a visit, in 1667, on a man named George Altschuh.

*7Your car keys are in your right hand. Please remember to turn page right side up.
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LUDWIG BEMELMANS (1898–1962) was born in the South Tirol, at that time part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He worked in hotels and restaurants from the age of fourteen, first in Europe and then in New York, and at one time part-owned a restaurant called the Hapsburg House. His writings for The New Yorker, mostly humorous memoirs, began appearing in 1937, and he also produced many covers for the magazine. His books include novels, travelogues, and memoirs, and he worked briefly as a screenwriter. His art was exhibited in New York and Paris; his murals can still be seen in New York’s Carlyle Hotel. He is now best remembered for the “Madeline” children’s books, the first of which was published in 1939.

ROBERT BENCHLEY (1889–1945) was born in Worcester, Massachusetts. He was the editor of the Lampoon while at Harvard, and went on to work at Life and Vanity Fair. One of the wits of the Algonquin Round Table, in the early 1920s, he developed his famous “Treasurer’s Report” monologue for a stage review; he performed it throughout his life onstage, and also in one of the first short films with sound, in 1928. He wrote for The New Yorker from 1925 to 1940, providing theater reviews, the Wayward Press column, and many humor pieces. He was also a popular radio broadcaster, and appeared in forty-eight short films, including the Oscar-winning How to Sleep (1935).

ELIZABETH BISHOP (1911–1979) grew up wealthy but parentless in Nova Scotia and Worcester, Massachusetts. After graduating from Vassar, she traveled, living first in Key West, then in Mexico. Her first poem in The New Yorker appeared in 1940. For most of the 1950s and 1960s, she lived with her partner, Maria Carlota Costellat de Macedo Soares, near Rio de Janeiro. She won a Pulitzer Prize in 1956 for Poems: North & South—A Cold Spring and was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1976.

ROY BLOUNT, JR. (b. 1941) grew up in Georgia. In addition to several books of comic essays, he is the author of a novel and a book about the Pittsburgh Steelers. He has been an editor at Sports Illustrated and a screenwriter, read his stories and poems on public radio, and designed word puzzles for the now defunct Spy magazine.

ANDY BOROWITZ (b. 1958) is the creator and producer of the television series The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and a co-producer of the film Pleasantville. His books include Rationalizations to Live By and The Trillionaire Next Door. He is a commentator on National Public Radio’s Weekend Edition.

MARSHALL BRICKMAN (b. 1941) was a member of the folksinging groups the Journeymen and the Tarriers before becoming a writer for Candid Camera and The Tonight Show. He collaborated with Woody Allen as a writer on several films, sharing the Oscar for Annie Hall, and went on to write and direct a number of feature films, including Simon and The Manhattan Project.

DAVID BROOKS (b. 1961) is a senior editor at The Weekly Standard and the author of Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and How They Got There.

CHRISTOPHER BUCKLEY (b. 1952) is the editor of Forbes FYI. He is the author of eight books, including Thank You for Smoking, Wry Martinis, and Little Green Men.

FRANK CAMMUSO (b. 1965), a political cartoonist, and HART SEELY (b. 1952), a reporter, are writing partners whose comic articles have appeared in The New York Times and the Syracuse Herald-Journal; 2007-Eleven and Other American Comedies is a collection of their pieces.

CLARENCE DAY (1874–1935) was born into an affluent New York family and began a career as a stockbroker. He turned to writing after being partially disabled by rheumatoid arthritis, eventually working entirely from his bedroom. Great success came in the early 1930s, with comic memoirs of family life. These pieces ran in The New Yorker beginning in 1933, and were collected in 1935 as Life with Father. Life with Father became a long-running play in 1939, a film in 1947, and a CBS sitcom from 1953 to 1955.

PETER DE VRIES (1910–1993) was born in Chicago and worked there as an editor of Poetry magazine. He was a regular contributor to The New Yorker in the 1940s and 1950s. His life in suburban Connecticut provided the setting for many of his popular comic novels, including Reuben, Reuben and The Tunnel of Love.

LARRY DOYLE (b. 1958) was for several years a writer and producer for The Simpsons. He has also been an editor at Spy magazine and The National Lampoon.

H. F. ELLIS (1907–2000) wrote and edited for Punch, until S. J. Perelman encouraged him to contribute to The New Yorker. He is perhaps best known in England for his book about a hapless British schoolmaster, The Papers of A. J. Wentworth, BA.

F. SCOTT FITZGERALD (1896–1940) achieved overnight fame with his first novel, This Side of Paradise. His output in the 1920s—notably The Beautiful and Damned and The Great Gatsby—epitomized the Jazz Age, a phrase Fitzgerald coined. From 1929 to 1937, he published three stories and two poems in The New Yorker.

NANCY FRANKLIN (b. 1956) has been on the staff of The New Yorker since 1978. She is now a theater and television critic for the magazine.

BILL FRANZEN (b. 1952) lives in Connecticut with his wife, the cartoonist Roz Chast. He is the author of the book Hearing from Wayne and Other Stories, and has contributed to The New Yorker since 1981.

IAN FRAZIER (b. 1951) has written humor and reported pieces for The New Yorker since 1974. His books include Dating Your Mom, Great Plains, and On the Rez.

BRUCE JAY FRIEDMAN (b. 1930) published his first novel, Stern, in 1962; it was followed by A Mother's Kisses, The Current Climate, and collected short stories. His dramatic works include a play, Steambath, and screenplays for Splash! and Stir Crazy. Even the Rhinos Were Nymphos is a collection of his comic essays.

POLLY FROST (b. 1952) has written on film for Harper’s Bazaar and Elle, and about cooking for The New York Times. 

FRANK GANNON (b. 1952) lives in Georgia. He is the author of Yo, Poe; Vanna Karenina; and All About Man, a comic book about the men’s movement. His writing has appeared in The New Yorker since 1985.

VERONICA GENG (1941–1997) was born in Atlanta and worked as a fiction editor at The New Yorker starting in the mid-1970s. Many of her parodies were collected in Partners and Love Trouble Is My Business. A posthumous collection, Love Trouble: New and Collected Work, appeared in 1999.

MICHAEL GERBER (b. 1969) and JONATHAN SCHWARZ (b. 1969) have written humor pieces together for many publications, including The Atlantic Monthly, Harper’s, and McSweeney’s. 

WOLCOTT GIBBS (1902–1958) was born in New York and worked on newspapers in Long Island before joining The New Yorker in 1927. He became known for the varied Profiles, parodies, and reminiscences he contributed and for his exacting editing of others. In 1940, he became the magazine’s drama critic, and in 1950 his play Season in the Sun (adapted from his earlier book about Fire Island bohemianism) became a Broadway hit.

ADAM GOPNIK (b. 1956) was born in Philadelphia and began to write for The New Yorker in 1986, where he has published under various rubrics, among them The Art World, Paris Journal, and New York Journal. He is the recipient of two National Magazine Awards for his essays and a George Polk Award for magazine reporting. He is the author of Paris to the Moon.

ROBERT GRAVES (1895–1985) was born in London and produced more than 120 books in his long life, including the First World War memoir Goodbye to All That, the historical novel I, Claudius, and The White Goddess: A Historical Grammar of Poetic Myth. His poems appeared in The New Yorker for a quarter of a century, starting in 1950. 

SCOTT GUTTERMAN (b. 1961) has contributed humor pieces to The New Yorker and GQ. He has also written for Artforum, Vogue, and other publications. He is the co-author, with Miles Davis, of The Art of Miles Davis.

DONALD HALL (b. 1928) published his first poem at the age of sixteen. He has produced more than twenty volumes of poetry and numerous children’s books, as well as books on Henry Moore and baseball. He edited The Oxford Book of Children’s Verse in America (1990), The Oxford Book of American Literary Anecdotes (1981), and more than twenty other anthologies and textbooks.

PHILIP HAMBURGER (b. 1914) has been a staff writer at The New Yorker since 1939, contributing Profiles, foreign correspondence, Notes for a Gazetteer, television and music criticism, and numerous short, funny pieces. He has published eight collections of his work, including Friends Talking in the Night and Matters of State.

JACK HANDEY (b. 1949) was born in Texas and lives in New York. He wrote for Steve Martin in the 1970s and 1980s, was a writer for Saturday Night Live, and is the author of several books, including Deep Thoughts; Deeper Thoughts; Deepest Thoughts; and The Lost Deep Thoughts.

L. RUST HILLS (b. 1924) was for many years the fiction editor at Esquire. He has written three volumes of humor, the so-called Fussy Man Trilogy.

GEORGE S. KAUFMAN (1889–1961) was the most successful American playwright of the 1920s and 1930s. He was the drama critic of The New York Times from 1917 to 1930 and was a member of the Algonquin Round Table set. His first theatrical success was Dulcy (1921), and in the following decades, almost always writing in collaboration with others, he turned out hit after hit, including Of Thee I Sing, with the Gershwins and Morrie Ryskind; Dinner at Eight, with Edna Ferber; and The Man Who Came to Dinner, with Moss Hart. He also wrote The Cocoanuts, Animal Crackers, and A Night at the Opera for the Marx Brothers.

GARRISON KEILLOR (b. 1942) was born in Anoka, Minnesota, and has affectionately parodied Minnesota life with his tales of Lake Wobegon on his long-running public radio program, A Prairie Home Companion. Keillor was inducted into the Radio Hall of Fame at the Museum of Broadcast Communications, in Chicago, in 1994. He first published in The New Yorker in 1970, and his pieces have been collected in such books as Happy to Be Here, We Are Still Married, and The Book of Guys.

ANTHONY LANE (b. 1962) reviewed books for The Independent, and films for The Independent on Sunday, in London before coming to The New Yorker in 1993. In addition to his biweekly film reviews, he contributes book reviews and other works of criticism, for which he has received a National Magazine Award.

JOHN LARDNER (1912–1960) was one of Ring Lardner’s four sons, and, like his father, a sportswriter. He left Harvard to work on the New York Herald Tribune, wrote for Newsweek for twenty years, and wrote a television and radio column for The New Yorker. He was also known as a formidable poker player.

DON MARQUIS (1878–1937) was born in Walnut, Illinois, and worked as a teacher, a sewing-machine salesman, a printer, and a railroad man before finding his way into newspapers. In 1916, he first introduced, in his column in the New York Sun, archy and mehitabel—a philosophical cockroach and a down-on-her-luck cat, portrayed in free verse ostensibly written by archy. Marquis also wrote novels, plays, poetry, and satire. The poem in this anthology was his only work for The New Yorker. 

STEVE MARTIN (b. 1945) is a comedian, actor, film director, and writer. He has written, and starred in, such films as The Jerk, L.A. Story, and Bowfinger. His humor pieces have appeared in the magazine since 1996. He is the author of Pure Drivel and Shopgirl: A Novella.

GROUCHO MARX (1890–1977), the lead man of the Marx Brothers troupe, was born Julius Henry Marx in New York City. After a long apprenticeship in vaudeville, the brothers achieved Broadway success in the 1920s before starting to make films in 1929. Among them are classics like Animal Crackers, A Day at the Races, and Duck Soup. Groucho’s comic sketches in The New Yorker appeared from 1925 to 1929. In the 1950s he hosted the popular TV quiz show You Bet Your Life.

BRUCE MCCALL (b. 1935) was born in Canada and came to the United States at the age of twenty-seven. He says that he has been writing and drawing interchangeably since the age of about seven. His first writing appeared in The New Yorker in 1980 and his first art three years later. In 1982, he published Zany Afternoons, a collection of humor pieces. His memoir, Thin Ice, published in 1997, was made into a film.

PHYLLIS MCGINLEY (1905–1978) was born in Oregon and came to New Rochelle to work as a schoolteacher. Her poetry first appeared in Franklin P. Adams’s column, “The Conning Tower,” and, in 1930, in The New Yorker. The first of her eighteen books, On the Contrary, was published in 1934. Her poems were much loved for their simple evocation of ordinary life and Times Three: Selected Verse from Three Decades became, in 1961, the first collection of “light verse” to win a Pulitzer Prize.

CHARLES MCGRATH (b. 1947) was, for more than twenty years, an editor at The New Yorker. He has been the editor of The New York Times Book Review since 1995.

THOMAS MEEHAN (b. 1932) was working in the Talk of the Town department when a friend introduced him to Ina Claire and Uta Hagen (“Ina, Uta”), inspiring his first (and widely imitated) Casual. Later, he wrote the book for the musical Annie, which won a Tony Award. Meehan has collaborated with Mel Brooks on the films To Be or Not to Be and Spaceballs, and on the stage version of The Producers, for which he also won a Tony.

DANIEL MENAKER (b. 1941) was a fiction editor at The New Yorker and is now senior literary editor at Random House. He is the author of a novel, The Treatment, and two collections of short stories, Friends and Relations and The Old Left.

LOUIS MENAND (b. 1952) is a professor of English at the City University of New York and a staff writer at The New Yorker, where he has contributed reviews, essays, and other pieces since 1991. His books include Discovering Modernism: T. S. Eliot and His Context and The Metaphysical Club.

HOWARD MOSS (1922–1987) became the poetry editor of The New Yorker in 1950 and held the post until his death. He contributed more than a hundred of his own poems to the magazine, and published twelve collections, four books of criticism, and two plays. 

VLADIMIR NABOKOV (1899–1977) was born in St. Petersburg and left Russia after the Revolution. In the interwar years, he published poems and novels in Russian under the pseudonym V. Sirin. In 1940, he came to the United States, where he taught literature at various universities and began to publish in English and under his own name. His first poem appeared in The New Yorker in 1942, and his first short story three years later. In 1959, after the popular success of Lolita, he moved to Switzerland, where he wrote the novels Pale Fire, Ada, and Transparent Things.

OGDEN NASH (1902–1971) was born in Rye, New York, and worked selling bonds and writing advertising copy before his first poem was published in The New Yorker, in 1930. His poems appeared in the magazine for the rest of his life, and their wit and uniquely anarchic prosody won him a huge following. They were collected in some twenty volumes. With Kurt Weill and S. J. Perelman, he collaborated on the hit musical One Touch of Venus (later a film with Ava Gardner), which included the classic song “Speak Low.”

MIKE NICHOLS (b. 1931) was born in Berlin, came to America at the age of seven, and attended the University of Chicago. He became famous in the late 1950s as part of an improvisational comic duo with Elaine May. In the 1960s, he turned to directing, first on Broadway and then in films. His seventeen films include Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, The Graduate, and Primary Colors.

SUSAN ORLEAN (b. 1955) has been writing for The New Yorker since 1987 and became a staff writer in 1992. Her work has also appeared in Outside, Rolling Stone, Vogue, and Esquire, and her books include Saturday Night, The Orchid Thief, and The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup.

DAVID OWEN (b. 1955) is a staff writer and golf enthusiast. His books include High School, The Walls Around Us, My Usual Game, and The Making of the Masters.

DOROTHY PARKER (1893–1967), famed as an Algonquin Round Table regular, wrote for The New Yorker from its second issue, in 1925, until the end of 1957. She contributed poems, stories, and theater reviews and was also known for her book reviews, written under the pseudonym Constant Reader. Her poetry collection Enough Rope was a best-seller in 1926 and was followed by three other volumes. She moved to Hollywood to work with Alan Campbell, her second husband, as a screenwriter. They received an Oscar nomination for A Star Is Born (1937). 

S. J. PERELMAN (1904–1979) grew up in Providence and attended Brown University, where he edited the humor magazine. When, in 1929, the publisher of his first book, Dawn Ginsbergh’s Revenge, sent a copy to Groucho Marx for a blurb, Perelman was taken on as a scriptwriter and worked on two Marx Brothers movies, Monkey Business and Horse Feathers. His first New Yorker piece appeared in the 1930s, and he went on to contribute nearly three hundred others, which were collected in such books as Strictly from Hunger and The Road to Miltown, or, Under the Spreading Atrophy. He also collaborated on the stage comedies All Good Americans and One Touch of Venus, and shared an Oscar in 1957 for the script of Around the World in Eighty Days. 

LEONARD Q. ROSS was a pseudonym of LEO ROSTEN (1908–1997), who was born in Lodz, Poland, and immigrated to Chicago with his family soon after. Rosten obtained a doctorate in social sciences from the University of Chicago and also studied at the London School of Economics. He claimed that he encountered the original of his famous comic character, Hyman Kaplan, while he was teaching English in night school. The malapropian Kaplan first appeared in The New Yorker in 1936 and in book form a year later. Two further volumes later appeared, and the series was briefly staged as a Broadway musical. Rosten is also well known for The Joys of Yiddish (1968), an informal lexicon liberally sprinkled with anecdote and humor. 

PAUL RUDNICK (b. 1957) was born in New Jersey and graduated from Yale. His plays include I Hate Hamlet; The Naked Eye; The Most Fabulous Story Ever Told; Mr. Charles, Currently of Palm Beach; and Jeffrey, which was also made into a movie. His screenplays include Addams Family Values and In & Out. He is the author of two novels, Social Disease and I’ll Take It, and a collection of movie reviews written by his alter ego, Libby Gelman-Waxner.

CATHLEEN SCHINE (b. 1953) is a novelist. The Love Letter, a national best-seller, was translated into fifteen languages. Her other novels include Alice in Bed, Rameau’s Niece, and The Evolution of Jane.

WILLIAM SHAWN (1907–1992), the longest-serving editor of The New Yorker, was born in Chicago and came on staff in 1933 as a Talk of the Town writer. He turned to editing after a couple of years and became managing editor in 1939. He succeeded Harold Ross in 1952, editing the magazine until 1987.

UPTON SINCLAIR (1878–1968) wrote dime novels from the age of fifteen and made his reputation in 1906 with The Jungle, a novel that exposed working conditions in the Chicago meat-packing industry. He stood, unsuccessfully, as the Democratic candidate for governor of California in 1934. His popular Lanny Budd series of novels appeared from 1940 to 1953. “How to Be Obscene” was his only work for The New Yorker.

MARK SINGER (b. 1950) has been a staff writer at The New Yorker since 1974. He is the author of three books, Funny Money, Mr. Personality, and Citizen K.

SUSAN SONTAG (b. 1933) enrolled in the University of California at Berkeley at the age of fifteen and, after studies at the University of Chicago, Harvard, the Sorbonne, and Oxford, settled in New York. Her wide-ranging essays on aesthetics, culture, and politics include Against Interpretation, Illness as Metaphor, Styles of Radical Will, and On Photography. She has also written films, plays, and four novels, among them The Volcano Lover and In America.

RUTH SUCKOW (1892–1960) was born in Iowa and lived there for most of her life. She published her first poetry in 1918 and her first short story in 1921. Her first novel, Country People, appeared in 1924. She contributed to The New Yorker from 1927 to 1937. She published eleven books in her lifetime, leaving a novel unfinished when she died.

FRANK SULLIVAN (1892–1976) claimed that his career as a humorist began at the New York World, after he wrote a long obituary of a socialite who turned out not to be dead. He began contributing to The New Yorker in 1926; his cliché expert, Mr. Arbuthnot, testified in the magazine from 1935 to 1952. Sullivan was also known for the annual Christmas poem “Greetings, Friends!,” which he wrote for forty-two years, until 1974. 

JAMES THURBER (1894–1961) was born in Columbus, Ohio, and joined The New Yorker in 1927 as an editor and writer; his idiosyncratic cartoons began to appear there four years later. His books include two children’s classics—The 13 Clocks and The Wonderful O—and a memoir of his time at The New Yorker, The Years with Ross. He also co-wrote a successful play, The Male Animal, and appeared in A Thurber Carnival, a miscellany of his works that was adapted for the stage. In 1947, “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty” was made into a film starring Danny Kaye. 

CALVIN TRILLIN (b. 1935) has been a staff writer for The New Yorker since 1963 and has reported from all over America in his long-running U.S. Journal series. His many books include the best-sellers Remembering Denny and Messages from My Father, along with comic novels, short stories, a travel book, and three books on food, collected as The Tummy Trilogy. He has also twice written and performed one-man shows.

GEORGE W. S. TROW (b. 1943) first wrote for The New Yorker in 1966 and co-founded The National Lampoon in 1970. His essay of cultural criticism “Within the Context of No-Context” was published in 1980 and later became an influential book. He is the author of a novel, The City in the Mist, and a collection of satirical short stories, Bullies. He has also written several plays, including The Tennis Game, and has co-written two Merchant-Ivory films, Savages and The Proprietor. He has published a further volume of cultural reflections, My Pilgrim’s Progress: Media Studies, 1950–1998.

JOHN UPDIKE (b. 1932) has written for The New Yorker since the mid-1950s, when he was a staff writer for The Talk of the Town. He has contributed more than six hundred short stories, poems, essays, and reviews. He has published more than fifty books, and has won two Pulitzer Prizes, two National Book Awards, and two National Book Critics Circle Awards. 

LISA WALKER (b. 1956) has written a novel, Because of You.

ELWYN BROOKS WHITE (1899–1985) worked as a newspaperman, an advertising copywriter, and a mess boy on an Arctic steamer before coming to The New Yorker in 1927. Here his output comprised humor pieces, poems, short stories, newsbreak captions, and even one cover illustration, but he was most associated with the Notes and Comment essays, which he wrote for thirty years. He is famous for three enduring works of children’s literature: Stuart Little, Charlotte’s Web, and The Trumpet of the Swan. He received the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1963 and a Pulitzer Prize in 1978.

WILLIAM WHITE was a pseudonym of DONALD BARTHELME.

CHET WILLIAMSON (b. 1948) has been a finalist for the World Fantasy, Edgar, and Stoker awards for his fantasy, horror, and science-fiction writing. He is also an actor. 

ALEXANDER WOOLLCOTT (1887–1943) joined The New York Times in 1909, and was a feared and famous drama critic there from 1914 to 1922. A central figure at the Algonquin Round Table in the 1920s, he was one of the very first contributors to The New Yorker. In the early 1930s he wrote Shouts and Murmurs in the magazine almost every week. At the same time, he became a popular and influential radio broadcaster. He also acted in a number of plays, most famously playing the character based on him in The Man Who Came to Dinner, by Moss Hart and George S. Kaufman.



ABOUT THE EDITORS




DAVID REMNICK is the editor of The New Yorker.

HENRY FINDER is the editorial director of The New Yorker.



Copyright © 2001 by The New Yorker Magazine




All rights reserved under International and Pan-American CopyrightConventions. Published in the United States byRandom House, Inc., New York, and simultaneouslyin Canada by Random House ofCanada Limited, Toronto.




RANDOM HOUSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.




All of the pieces in this collection were originallypublished in The New Yorker. The publication date of each piece is given at the end of the piece.




LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA




Fierce pajamas: an anthology of humor writing from the New Yorker/edited by David Remnick and Henry Finder.

p.cm.

1. American wit and humor. I. Remnick, David. II. Finder, Henry. III. New Yorker.

PN6165 .F542001

817¢.508—dc212001031775




Random House website address: www.atrandom.com

eISBN: 978-1-58836-067-0

v3.0_r1


OEBPS/images/Remn_9781588360670_epub_lgo_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Remn_9781588360670_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Remn_9781588360670_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
FIERCE
PAJAMAS

Edited by David Remnick
and Henry Finder

P
(it

RANDOM HOUSE





OEBPS/images/Remn_9781588360670_epub_art_r1.jpg





