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Chapter Three

‘New Wave Nonsense’ and the
Tradition of Classic Nonsense

Introduction

In this chapter, | suggest that contemporary combinations of high and low
¢ compounded with facets of classic nine-
along with elements of the surreal and
both prose and

forms and properties of humor hav
teenth-century nonsense for children,
the absurd, This development leads to the production of texts,
verse, which suggest evidence of societal and authorial faith in young chil-
dren’s abilities, not only due to the presence of satire' but because of the fre-
quent existence of the ‘funny’ and the ‘serious’ at the same time, in the same
humorous stimuli (be that a character, description, situation or utterance).
This new development within the nonsense genre—whi-:h | refer to as ‘new
wave nonsense’, following Reynolds (2007)—reveals further acceptance of the
ideals of the emergent paradigm; indeed, it is a ‘child centric’ genre, replete
with what Hollindale (1997) calls ‘childness™. However, this contemporary
sub-genre of nonsense also reflects the complexities and paradoxes inherent
in contemporary society's multiple, competing perceptions of childhood as it
combines high, cognitive forms of humor, such as satire and irony, with lower
humorous properties, such as comically exaggerated
stick, the comic grotesque and scatological humor.
My arguments require the charting of the long history of the combination
of high and low forms of humor within individual texts, including both fic-
tion and poetry, illuminating the traditional ‘cross-over™ appeal of nonsense,
with its attractions for both adults and children. This broadly chronological
ry as the link with classic nonsense from the nineteenth-
in texts from earlier in my period, in the 1960s, and |
ther due to the inescapable linkage of the two in

characters, violent slap-

approach is necessa
century is stronger
examine prose and verse 10g€




96 « Humor i cﬂlliunpnﬂry lunior Literatyre

discussions of Nonsense literaty e, especially as regards children’s liters
(see fwmmpk, Dlllil'lhl.'rrr. 1987; Anderson and Apseloff, 1989;
M-m ilfhlbﬂ'r*?thpnwnls also allow me to

bversive/try nsgressive’ humor—the ‘threat of
ich | see emerging in junior fexts from the late 19605, The

fure

Tesurgence of %6 surreal and abygy g texts, specifically for young read-
5 may, | Suggest, i a threat, Perceived by aduly aretakers, of newness,
st and ¢ nce of Prevailing notions of that which is suitable
for young childrey, continye 1he historica| evolution of nonsense into
Wave nNonsense, 3 ng with the tfransmutations of this second type into

MY third type of 1,

i'h'eﬂrumgrrs:.i\rc' humor—the ‘comic grotesque'—

Which begap with the humor of comie bodily realism in the late 1980s but
v in '-'Dﬂ?l-'mpnﬁr}rtexts, often extends g, outright scatology.

I i i developments within the nonsense genre
ol Y Many texts haye become more “child cen-
tru.: Since the 19605, by this does NOt necessarily mean that they are more
tion of childhogg itself has altered considerably during
L€ remained ip the adult domain, such as
n texts specifically aimed at a young
tes thyy children ape Now seen by society as being
Yen enjoy sych ‘aduly’ concepts,

fxaminatinn of texpy which support my arguments, a

P!am“"" of terms is Necessary, due to the par-
EX Nature of ng SENse ang iy Ass0ciated genres,

5¢" is mogt u L . oenid
century teyq stch g Carrg) W-‘q‘ Aty Ws0ciated with classic nineteenth-

lass () Yentures iy Wﬂ!l‘:ﬁ.’rz’mrd (1865) and
Nﬂnkﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂﬁflﬁ?l]and s s and ear’s 4 k of Nonsense (1846),

€ Lyriee le}'?}. {“WEVEI', there are twen-
: Moy ey TS
century classics, such g5 Michgagj Rosepy: .r}rs’“‘l'!&_r to these nineteenth
' 4T Thinking About Doughnuts

: Y, which ;. -
M the claggi, vein, g % Which js o form of con

t’cnmemp Nonsenge” however,

: , Sehse; | :

Nation, Tfl_ﬁl'l. are many CONNections to olde o el i oSt recent incar.

will be pflnnred out in the ourse of th;, chapte, t:: mc. fonsense “.rhICh

ences, This js Most obvigy, n the ‘L‘hi!d-::rntric' ; 5 o Portant differ-
inclusing of comie .

Al Urg 0 .
Brotesque g4 SCatologica) humg, the texts and in the
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By classic nonsense, | mean works typical of Carroll and Lear, which
Heyman refers to as “the pinnacle of nonsense” (2003: 13). Reynolds (2007:
46) suggests that this kind of nineteenth-century nonsense has aesthetic
qualities and complexity, dealing with philosophical and/or political issues
in an apparently simple way. Classic nonsense typically features higher,
cognitive, and sophist icated forms of humor such as satire, irony, and par-
ody. Another key facet of this nineteenth-century variant of nonsense is the
abiding preoccupation with language, which serves not only as a technical
device (such as multitudinous forms of wordplay), but also as the predomi-
nant subject matter of the nonsense. As Sewell (1952) writes about Carroll,
his works are, “not merely in words, they are very frequently about words”
(in Nel, 2004: 23), as Carroll sees language as a complex game, with rules
to be bent and meanings that shift according to context. In addition, classic
nonsense verse often privileges form with less regard to content, offering
delight in the sounds and rhythms of language for its own sake. Classic
nonsense verse relies heavily on regular, predictable meter and rhythm—
poetic conventions that impose order among apparent ‘disorder’—and
there is often an excess of poetic devices such as rhyme, alliteration, and
assonance, These devices are often evident in Silverstein’s poems, which
Anderson and Apseloff state are “solidly in the nonsense tradition”, as is
evident in ‘Poemsicle’, in which Silverstein questions the power of the

suffix “-sicle™

If you add sicle to your pop,

Would he become a Popsicle?

Would a mop become a mopsicle?

Heysicle, | can’t stopsicle.

Ohsicle mysicle willsicle Isicle

Havesicle tosicle talksicle

Likesicle thissicle foreversicle?
(Light in the Attic, 1981: 133)

Such poetic devices serve to add to the child appeal of nonsense, as does its
predilection for slapstick humor; a common property of humor in nonsense
texts, which can be seen, in classic nonsense, in Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures
in Wonderland (1865), and in new wave NONsense texts such as Killeen's My
Sister’s A Burp (1999).

An essential element of my arguments in this chapter revolves around
hierarchies of humor which are generally viewed as binary oppositions—the
high and the Jow, the sophisticated or the base, the adult and the childish,
the serious and the frivolous, the aesthetic/literary and the popularforal—
dichotomies that are over-simplistic, but germane to my central thesis and
arly relevant to the nonsense genre. Lecercle neatly sums up commaon
ssumptions about nonsense literature:

particul
critical a
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Nonsense as a genre is the weaving together, into a tradition, of two dif.
ferent, even Opposed, threads, one literary, the other folkloric, one poetic
the other childish, one *high', the other low. The opposed threads pro-
duce naty rally dialogic, or contradictory texts,

(1994: 179-180)

» classic nonsense is fre.
rious at the same time, as Blake (1994) points out in
is selection of nonsense verse. Indeed, Lewis ¢ -arroll, in
“An Easter Greeting 1o Every Child whe Loves Alice”™, which follows Alice’s

Adventures in Wﬂnderfﬂnd (1865/1994. 150), writes about those who, “may
blame me for thus mixing together things grave and gay", and Spacks men-

" which is 1, disguise charmingly the serious-
Man communication i not necessarily |ﬂglﬁ?l
and accurate) (1961: 275). This mixtyre of things “grave and gay"—the seri-

the sam, fiMe—is particula rly important to this

key element iy later discussions about the acceptance of
the emergen; paradig

nd gay' neatly introduces the cross-over

Crary nonsense of various types as, pa rticularly regarding
nonsense Poetry, somg adult crite, tend to respond to the seriousness of non-
Sense. A commeny by M

thiis i J.'iffvcr.xtein's work, is indicative of
i "’; ;f]“‘“i tendency 1 qligy, With the adult. Myers (2004) states
At Slversteiy, is ¥ ith : " : ini

Ty Brm; vln:tr:fe 15 “filled with 1rre:r:‘r 0t humor”, while also containing
5 well 45 1ig "‘E 1ntn ‘ " 50 that it “speaks strongly to adults
s My EXtensiye research ingg nonsensica| texts, both old and

live humgr Present i
ent levels of subt]pg ;
MO e nunse::c- ?'l thic ways Within classic nonsense and
Notions of art,ackb: . With gy EXtensive employment of irony and
st - fary form, and ;s generally assumed

Erceived g4 ‘adult’, thys it is useful to

5 form, 1o illustrate the changes

include "1any elementy of h Y Examples o classic nonsense, may

: 14 the absyrg (terms which will be
Ynolds (2007), they adhere especially to
9 hn‘ form ang Play which i frequently
modernjg Preoccupati, ani&st:":t e:;r_{!‘m?] and Warper (2005). This
wnrdp]a}-,‘ su self in the -

ch as split ang doube Meaning, , 1‘ “Ontinued utilization of
and Portmantegy, words (whic fire & « B, ang the

Packed intq one). Thege COntempora. m“::!nn of twg words ang meanings
dhsurdftiex, strange “m"aﬂs, : _nse text
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situations; all of which may result in the expansion of imagination and cre-
ativity due to reader shifts in perception. These cognitive shifts, caused by
the playful rearrangement of the familiar, can serve to make readers more
aware of the everyday world that is generally unthinkingly accepted. Unlike
classic nonsense, new wave nonsense Lexts contain the low humorous proper-
ties of violent slapstick combined with the comic grotesque and scatological
humor (extreme forms of low forms of humor), which | suggest are akin to
Gutwirth’s “comedy of outrageousness” (1993) and the shock value of the
taboo. However, despite the inclusion of extreme, low forms of humor, new
wave nonsense texts frequently contain the ‘darker’ elements of philosophi-
cal. existential, even political issues, which they usually address playfully,
thus creating complex multiple levels of reference for which classic nonsense

is well known.

‘Incongruity’, the ‘Surreal’ and the ‘Absurd’

Central to discussion in this chapter, ‘nonsense’, the ‘surreal’ and the

‘absurd’ are not synonymous literary forms, yet they have increasingly
come together to form complex compounds in children’s literature in the
twentieth century and beyond. The forms and properties of humor have
compounded due to developments within modernist and avant-garde
groups in the arts which, according to Hopkins (2004), have gradually
filtered into mainstream cultural productions, seen, for example, in the

proliferation of posters and advertisements featu ring the work of surreal-

ist artists such as Dali.
There are problems in differentiating the terms ‘nonsense’, the ‘surreal’

and the ‘absurd’ as all three can encompass the disruption of that usually
anticipated. This disruption may pertain to the expected relation between
a word (sign) and that signified {the real-life referent) or to unusual, even
seemingly irrational and/or ludicrous situations and characters. However, all
three terms encompass forms of incongruity humor, humor theory not yet
discussed in detail in this work, but which is essential in discussions of the
‘strangeness’, ‘oddness’ and contradictory nature of the nonsensical, which is
reliant on cognition. Morreall, although talking generally about adult humor,
posits that the main component of incongruity humor is “the conceptual; the
cognitive” (1987 203) although, as always with humor, especially as it relates
and junior readers, the psychological and emotional

to developmental issues
aspects of nonsense cannot be ignored. Indeed, psychological and emotional

issues are the main focus for some theorists who discuss nonsense literature
for children, such as Tucker (1982) and Anderson and Apseloff (198%). Incon-
gruity humor extends to wordplay (double meanings, jokes, pu ns) and pho-
nological experimentation, for which nonsense is famed and has already been
extensively discussed in great detail by others®, but what is essential to incon-
gruity is the disjunction between expectation and reality.
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Another essentia] point aboyt incongruity forms of humor, highlighted by
Morreall, is thay theincongruouys, as well as triggeri ng “pleasant, amy sing incnn-
Bruity”, can also trigger “negative emotion”, such as fear and anger, or it may
Cause disorientation and Puzzlement at the strange (1987: 6). What is mecessary
for all the types uf:’nmngrufl}r humaor discussed here is a ‘playfulness’, which
Rothbart (1976) considers essential for the unresolved ine Mgruities typical of
nonsense, so that ‘strangeness’ i less likely to be perceived in a negative light. I
is this joking, by morous, playful context of the

iIncongruity and oddness that [
hope to convey in my discussion of ne

W Wwave nonsense texts in particular.

¥ be especially important as regards non-
junior age Broup, according to develop-

mental argumenys, Although Shyy, study (1976) Suggests that children can

v Without hdving to resolve jt, as young as
eightem-months—uld. according '

' McGhee (1972), it js only at about seven or
Eight-}feari-nid—-—fhf beginnfng of Piaget’s 55 ge of ‘concrete Operational 'hE"_k'
ing’ and the age at which children might begin 1 read junior fiction—that chil-
dren cap become truly aware of logical INconsistencies’ and humor expectancy
violation, | effect, only then are children capable of €xperiencing the different
levels of humgy which are often presen in the fNonsensical, due to their “newly
acquired COEnitive Capacities” [ 972: 67), However, one of the joys of nonsensical

texts is that often the inf.'nngrLut].r does not haye 1 be fully resolved and. in fact,
MUmerous thearigy s

st that it s often the unresolvahle aspects which are
1he Most atracrive (Shultz, 1976, Rothbart, 1976. Morreall, 1987; Martin, 1987),

r.lunsufhncm?ense, 3 ical freedom frop, the usual struggle for

f"r:f.}m ensm_ncfm‘n. then, be ; i € seemingly perennial popular-
nt:rIr TTTIH- I:teratur_c_ h h child and adult readers,

iilera]t:lr: . "M'i;'g S : it I 'do ngy seek to define surreal

P PIE:- 'T’f 5 Ve as surreq) within nonsense literature.

; L_“_ r;‘;a r'“ 0 i:""“ : New waye Nonsense texts, now marketed

; E:L ul:rad;r_:mj_: € young children’s Markep Cunnjngham (2001)% describes

5 Edl in I } as atte s . 5

; S Mpting tg o res; rkings of

the Subconscious, N it is chay Acteris i g' im:;::u:?jeir:‘fnrngnfnui

juxta Ositions of | - . g

frserc:eied A5 strange and oy *ddition, the surreal is often

A8 i even :
3 : ¢ Uen| . cted,
Surprise, angd INnovatign, Within li - Bl i

) Urreg Inc 5 adic-
tory Statements, odq IMages. <al can nclude contrad

qu ilufﬁ {ﬁ[':] [gmfn' . H
¢ = : 5 that do oy logically
follow Ifn_:m_rhc Previoys Ulterance), o Stripm: g
normal Significance, i

inary objects of their
P 1 TR ' Msidep [ . :

Bissets This 15 Rnhrtdﬂus (1977 features the he E"u"{’r.]:rda},r_m ;| nEw_Hf.{}".
boy takes his goldfish for a g ; MTIIﬂt_mn in Hrhll:_‘_h a
tied to g ¢ “and the fig, has a string

Pepper, the talking
+and the odd situation

wim in Harnps[g-a.,[
il 50 it does not beg iy
horse, js then r'ux1apu.wd onto thj
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intensifies, as the horse accidentally consumes the fish while drinking from
the pond. The surreal scene becomes even stranger, when the
y and proceeds 1o tell the other fish how import
it odd, inappropriate statement,

fish pops oul of

the horse’s mouth ant he is. The

surprise of the an1h|upnmnrphwmi fish and
add to the strange, surreal nature of the scen¢.
This sort of humor fits mfdclinilinnufthr s¢

gressive’ humour, ‘the threat of the st range’, which may accompany surreal
¢ of Surrealism—3 movement, founded

between the Eirst and

cond type of ‘subve rsive/trans-

situations and images. The emergenc
in Paris by André Breton in 1924, which was at its height

Second World Wars—may have aided the more general use of the term ‘sur-
otations. The Surrealists attacked

real’ in society at large, and its shocking conn
and

rationalism, reason, and logic and sought to release the unconscious mind
irrational thinking, bul their desire 1o stimulate thought and encourage cre-
ative thinking by the use of the surreal, which broke p reviously accepted ‘rules),
came to be associated with radical polit ical and soc ial change, even anarchism.
As the Surrealist poet, Rimbaud, states, the Surrealist goal was nothing less
than to “change life” (in Hopkins, 20042 3). | suggest that the disturbing nature
of the surreal, at least for adult caretakers, may be intensified by this associa-

tion with radicalism and the Pfrceivtd threat to the status quit.
ory of the sur-

Although the term ‘absurd’ is often cubsumed into the categ

real’, | suggest it invalves the idea of being foolish or unwise, even silly and
lacking in good sense, and it is also linked with the preposterous, the incon-
the ‘absurd’ may have been popular-

gruous, and the illogical. Perceptions of
ized due to the advent of the Theater of the Absurd; the epitome of avant-garde
theater. In the Theater of the Absurd, European dramatists, 10 the 1950s and
1960s, challenged traditional stage techniques. and created plots which no
longer relied upon logical narrative development, incorporating dialogue
which was often disjointed, repetitive, and seemingly im;umprehensible to
some audiences and critics. The absurd, as seen in the works of Albert Camus,
Beckett, lonesco, and Albee, is utilized to emphasize how modern life is farci-
cally empty and meaningless, s¢ atternpts to IMpOse structure and order will
always be defeated and are therefore pointless. This existentialist angst, even
nihilism, can be perceived as 2 threat to the status quo and normality’, and
although the implication of ‘threat’ and Jisturbance of the status quo may
not be immediately evident in children’s literature featuring the absurd, the
absurd elements generally conveyd meaningful message: which is often comic
and serious al the same time. Anderson and Apselofl, discussing adult non-
sense and the Theater of the Absurd, term this “sensible nonsense” (1989: 24),
and it is evident in my next example of the absurd in junior fiction.
Incongruity that disturbs wider conventions of appropriateness, coupled
with a contrary view of the world, can also indicate the ‘absurd” within
children's literature, as displayed repeatedly in Pat Hutchins’ The House
That Sailed Away (1975), particulaﬂ-,r through the judicrous behavior of
the mother. The text features the surreal (a bizarre juxtaposition), as the




102 + Humor in Contemporary Junior |

family’s house and
the ocean, Most of t

Pirates sailing towards them. Father is perturbed and Mother, too, says she
hopes the pirates are not i |

iterature

its entire contents have inexplicably floated

away intg
he family are concerned whe

n they spot a band of fierce
Planning a visiy. However, it is revealed that Moth-
¢ ferocious intent of the pirates, but,

ridiculously, she 5 anxious, “because there seems to be an awful ot ul’thr:m
ough teacups to Bo round” (29). The absurdity

rous because of the unexpectedness of the utter-

Mon sense, also serves to illustrate, on a more

ass gentility and adherence
what chaos ensues around her,
the typical mix of the comic and the serious in
Mother’s absyrg concern,

The incnngruity and dis
may be engendered by the use of the ‘syr
ments of classic nonsense
transgression’ humor of jyp

the Strange’—_, n, lsy

turbance 1, Prevailing modes of thought that

real’, the ‘absurd’ and/or other ele-
Y contribute to the pote

ntial ‘subversiveness/
ior fiction,

This type of humor—the ‘threat of
5Best, be equateg with societal fear of Lyotard’s “mon-
ster child” thy Reynolds Points out (297. 3); a figure who is associated with
Creativity and tjye Potential fop change, The ‘threat of the strange’ in nonsen-
sical literature, then, is not 5o much a thregy Perceived by the implied child
reader him“”'fhfrﬁflfu but by the adult Batekeepers who surround him. Lyo-
tard says:

The monster child
man, throws b

(Lyotard, 1992: 116)
Hence this stra

5, which May result in 5 ion; values by the
PR : questioning of valyes ¥
tmplied child reader. - at least theoreyic ; ,
i ’ . all 4 . status quo.
Satire, which ¢ 4 bcmsruP““ t0 the statu i

. e abg : al, is the
main focus of the f Absurd gpgd the surrea

LRt of this chapter. and iewed as threat-
ening h:-rausenfim Critical force. Huwr; *2d could pe viewed as
of types of humeor ;,

; ver, T will SUggest that the balance
1texts which feature satir

5 nonsense hae become Morg

cal humor i classic

: € has altered. from the 1970s,
chi]d-centt:red. Lwill Suggest that the satiri-
NoNsense iy Actually More 4
readers as 5 Secondary Consideray;
Profess the teyys Were writtep
if they are Consj

s du]l-uricnta!ed. with child
tll‘t.:rr 15 "doyhje Hdnfress’?, even if authors

for chilg ren
dered ‘dy,) ,

Wive nonge nse texts, even

More child.

centric, with
"Mplied chijg

: readers e presumed
: s LMo dnd 4
ide the shock pacs:. - F~ Parody, h are also included along-
Side the sho actics apg child EPPEﬂrnﬂuw
the comic Brotesque ang the

Propert; 3
scatologicy) This PeTties of by,

or, such as
EPresents , con

temporary
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sense of the status of children, in that such texts do reveal faith in young

children’s competencies.

Nonsense and Satire

Close study of how satire—a predumin'.mi and key higher, cognitive, sophisti-
asbeen, and is used, along
mor, can

cated humorous form within nonsensical fiction —h
with other accompanying, usually lower, forms and properties of hu
reveal much about the changing, and often ambivalent, societal and authorial
perceptions of children and their natures and abilities. In this first section,

I suggest evidence for the longevity and cont inued use of satire, along with

ather forms and properties of humor, such as violent slapstick, within humor-

ous nonsensical fiction, hoth old and new.

Satire and Low Forms of Humor

5 been present with

It certainly seems that satire within classic nonsense ha
h point of the clas-

low forms of humor. For instance, in texts from the hig
Lear in the 1860s and 1870s, there is much low
1, the absurd, and

sic nonsense of Carroll and
humor, such as slapstick and farce, mixed with the surred
the higher humor of advanced wordplay and the logic of argument. The
ridiculous figure of the Red Knight, falling off his horse constantly in Car-
roll’s Through the Looking Glass (1872), is typical. In early twentieth-century
versions of classic nonsense texts, cartoon-like, violent slapstick features
prominently, as in Norman Lindsay’s The Magic Pudding, with the characters’
tendencies for “clip clap clouting” and “flip flap flouting” (1918: 78). Mov-
ing to the twenty-first century, in new wave nonsenset, there are the classic,
repeated “pie flinging’ attacks upon the general's face in Blake’s Stinky Finger’s
House of Fun (2005), suggesting there is still much usage of slapstick humaor.
Such low forms of humor in nonsensical texts may often be classed as childish,
but may have appeal for adults, as Freud (1960) suggests that adults can take
pleasure in nonsense as it allows an adult to take leave of the cules of logic and
the constraints of rationality that usu ally influence his/her thought. In addi-
tion, Lippitt suggests that “the spirit of pla}rfulness", retained in adults, can
explain their enjoyment of absurd and nonsense humor, as well as wordplay
(1985: 58).

According to Ross (1998), satire is commonly acknowledged as a “critical
force” and Martin suggests it “aims 10 discredit vices and follies” (in Morreall,
1987: 173}, and so it might be considered an < dult’ concept. Th rough examina-
tion of the various ways in which satire is used in nonsen cical fiction, the other
forms and properties of humor it is combined with and its prominence among
other forms and properties of humor, changing societal and authorial percep-
tions of childhood become evident. The increasing inclusion of a more subtle
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satire within new wave nonsense texts specifically marketed for junior readers
since 1960 Supports my claims that the Bradual embracing of the emergent
paradigm is Particularly evident in the sub-genre of contemporary nonsense,
However, there ;s also evidence of confusion and amb;i valence, which may
reflect protectionisy ideas about children and what they should, and should not
be, exposed to in their literature, as ady] seek to protect ‘innocent’ children
from what they consider ‘undes; rable’ aspects of the aduy|s world.

Satire often performs in a specific way in nonsense texts. Although the
invective of satire cap often render it

more serious than funny, in nonsensical
bea necessary component, although the
nonsense aspects, and the humar Benerated, often act as a veil or mask, say-

- it was expressed in any
other Way. In order tg illustrae the continued use of satire within humorous

of the law, trials and the police who help
voices” of society that Wagg believes are

Is on which the legal profession depend and '
o excel” (2007; 17). 14 certainly seems the

i::tlire :;I: in Irnml;sensi::a! children’s literatyre, although the Alice books are per-
5
e mr:cugm:ced for the Loncern wigh logic and problem-solving

Spacks (196]) byap » 4% ey are, according to

R, Be. Lecercle hlights the non-
:‘::ZEE:E::::‘:::F 'u"erb;il exchanges 4 trials” (19gy. 71) and ﬁﬁm_ the staging
ments or ]ngicallrﬁzli.lifir:r;;zme ey Apsclofy a8ree that “fallacious argu-
(1989; 79-80) and show the d; r vertheless “ontradict commaon sense”

of ay thnrit}r figure

: 5 15 common in
Mous iy scene

ek in Carrol|’ Alice’s Adven-
SR ¢ ing, Alice,

bears this . The verbal bagtj in the judiciy) debare iani e Knave of Hearts
cle as part of satirical critique of 4 o nowledged by Lecer.

: ; COTTUpt judic
King, who is also the judge, makes yp rUIefuL d ;j:’: ;1:;5';:111 as, for example, the

For instance, he PEEMS to invent “Ryje Forty.pyey» in \-:h f‘-'_sl‘:" of the moment.
than a mile high” (18g5. 40— . ich "A ) Persons more

141) are 1 leave the . :
giant Alice, whose logical arguments haye Caused h?m“::cr::;lrhus excluding the
Ems,

Eesm— N
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some explanation about the nature of the appeal of this satire ranged against
those in positions of authority is necessary. The nonsense dialogues, typical of
those in Alice, are located at sentential level and beyond; they are not at word
level. They create puzzlement, even confusion, but not through the coinage
\blematize relationships between signifier (the

of neologisms which may pre
fied (the image of an

sequence of phonemes and graphemes in a word) and signi
object), but through dialogue which utilizes recognizable language that makes
syntactical sense, but which does not make sense logically. These conversations
do not utilize a ‘smashing’ of language, cuch as that considered necessary by
the German nonsense poet, Morgenstern (1871 _1914), if we are to free ourselves
from the ‘imprisonment’ by language which he believes causes unsatisfactory
relationships (in Ross, 1998). Nor is this nonsense akin to Rabelais’ comic form
of speech, coq-a-'dne (which translates, literally, as ‘from rooster to ass ), which,
according to Thompson (1982), is a form of completely liberated speech com-
prised of “intentionally absurd verbal combinations™ (in Ross, 1998: 27). In the
nonsense conversations of trial scenes, there is no such total abandonment of the
complex web of conventions that construct meaning. The nonsensical aspect of
dialogue in such scenes mostly emanates from the incongruity of antagonism,
impoliteness, even the verbal violence that Lecercle mentions, which violate
Grice’s cooperative conve rsational maxims of an “ideal’ conversation (1989),
Habermas' theory of communicative action (1979 and 1984], and Leech’s Polite-
ness Principle (1983)". The language is recognizable and the nonsense is concep-
tual, The rigid conformity to the logical demands of language in these scenes
suggests a sense of insanity in the world at large, and this is a main source of the
satire contained within Carroll's texts, revealing how language can be manipu-
lated by those in positions of power and authority, to detrimental effect.

It may seem that humor derived from such satire might have more appeal
to adults, despite Carroll’s constant direct address to an implied child reader.
This kind of direct address can be viewed as patronizing, s seen when the nar-
rator uses the word ‘suppressed” during the trial scene, and explains the actions
step by step; “As that is rather a hard word”, so | will “just explain to you [the
implied child reader] how it’s done” (1865/1994: 135). Certainly, as this form
of nonsense is at sentential and conceptual level, it may not have the appeal of
nonsense for children that many commentators highlight. Children do indeed
seem to relish nonsensical wordplay, and especially the sounds and rhythms
of nonsense. Many critics, such as Sewell (1980), Tucker (1982), and Anderson
and Apseloff (1989), cite the perennial attractions of tongue twisters, nonsen s¢
alphabets, and children’s enjoyment of humorous neologisms, while the enjoy-
ment and benefits of children listening to, and creating their own nonsense, are
well known. However, the humor generated by the nonsense at the Knave of
Heart's trial is, I believe, part of what Lypp (1995) describes as the rise of satire
in the nineteenth century. Although available to children, who Lypp says were
beginning to participate in general humorous culture, especially in political
<atire, this humor was certainly not specifically childish. Reynolds also points
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suggests, it may be an incongruity that is noticed, but that incongruity actu-
ally “illustrates a deeper congruity” between the caricature and the real-life
referent (in Lippitt 1994: 150). As Scruton (1987) puts it, readers may actually
be amused by the ‘fit’ and the congruity of the caricature, not the lack of fit
which would be expected by the incongruous.

Trial and court scenes still feature in examples of contemporary nNONSense
that are largely satirical in intent; texts that | do not class as new wave NONSense,
primarily as they do not contain comic gn:tcsque.fscatult@ical humeor. Michael
Rosen’s You're Thinking About Tomatoes (2005), the sequel to You're Thinking
About Doughnuts (1987) is, like its forerunner, an extended social comment
about the British colonial past. The text features a trial scene which is surreal.
The court is populated, for instance, by speaking treasures from India, ani-
mated corn dolls, and a large, black, talking dog who acts as Clerk of the Court.
The judge, Justice Chiltern, performs multiple tasks, revealing his far-reaching
power and corrupt nature. The judge also seems, bizarrely, to be identical to
Frank’s horrible, bullying teacher, Mr. Butcher, while also being indistinguish-
able from the all-conquering Lord Chiltern, the grave robber and slave master,
who has “collected’ treasures from other cultures, and who is the obvious tar-
get of the narrator/author. Judge Chiltern, in true NONSENse fashion, is made to
appear ridiculous, not least by his physical appearance. Readers are told how,
“Mr. Butcher-in-armour clanked in, with his helmet on and a judge's wig stuck
on top” (2005: 136), and this also emphasizes his multiple roles. The use of
irony, which Simpson (2003) argues often accompanies satire (and nonsense), 1s
also visible here. The judge, in his various guises, has already been established as
the “baddy’ of the piece, and, for readers familiar with the preceding book, this
impression will be even further emphasized. The trial’s purpose is 0 convict
the book’s well-meaning protagonist, Frank, and his companions (two of whom
have themselves been ‘stolen’ from other cultures), as, “villains who were pre-
pared to wreck the wonderful Chiltern House collection for their own greedy
ends” (2005: 138). Young readers are likely to be able to access the irony of his
statement, as it is the greed and wrong-doing of the judge (and his multiple per-
sonas) which the narratorfauthor highlights extensively throughout the texts.

So, although satire features heavily in classic nonsense texts, such as Car-
roll’s Alice, ostensibly written for children but which have extensive appeal
for adults, it is also, along with its associated form, irony, present in many
conlemporary nonsensical texts, However, the satire is often not employed in

the same way in newer texts.

A Change in the Prominence and Overtness of Satire

Rosen's use of satire in Tormatoes aptly introduces a change that I detect within
this broader continuity of satire within humorous nonsense. This is the
move towards less prominence and overtness of the satire contained within
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nonsensical fiction: a change which seems contrary to the wider .u:cj_a! z_eitg:ist
| of the time. Although 1 have illustrated the use of nonsense and satire in texts
from the nineteenth century onwards, | agree with | ieyman thatl nonsense,

‘ after a period of relative unpopularity within children's iurmrurc_ in |hF first
half of the twentieth century, started to come back into style for r.f::hflrerr in the |
i 1960s and 1970s, Heyman argues that, as with Victorian nonsense, this was not |
I' an isolated literary trend but it arose in a time of rebellion, which included the |
| rising counterculture, leading to the social and political unrest of the 1960s, at

| atime when “children’s authors rebelled against imposed meanin g, gender, and
race stereotypes™ (2003; 18), According to Tucker, at this time there was alsoa
“decline of deference” and a “growth of satire in British culture” (in Reynolds
and Tucker, 1998: 16) which helped ernde the establishment values generally
il reflected in children’s fiction. Wagg, too, cites extensive evidence of the cul-

| ture of satire emerging from within the dominant social classes, wfrifhl i ,
R4 then disseminatrd. via the mass mediy (by the “prestigious public institution”,

L the BBEC), intn Popular culture, in the form of programs such as The Goon
Show, first broadcast in 19515 Beyond the Fringe (1960); That Was the Week That
Was (1962-1963) and, in particular, Monty Python's Flying Circus (1969-1974),
These broad social movements might indicate moves towards a more obvious
inclusion of satire, byt the evidence Suggests that the oppaosite is true.
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quip about the lion’s tea being the “Lyons” brand (81), and the typical word-
play and double meanings of nonsense. When the bald lion says, “I must find a
solution”, as in an answer to his hair loss problem, he then proceeds to squeeze
every tube in the jungle to, literally, find a solution/ substance to cure his bald-
ness. The text is full of silly; often “irrelevant’ illustrations, such as the picture
of a supposedly ill nonsense creature, the “Hippochondriac”, who “was too ill
to appear in the Bald Twit Lion story™ (90), and it features nonsense neolo-
gisms, as seen in the phrase “krupled his blutzon" (86). However, the satirical
comment typical of earlier nonsense is still present; in this case, attacking
man’s unnecessary, over-complicated organization, the killing of animals,
and man's war-like tendencies. For instance, the narrator says, “One thing he
[man] never forgot was how to have wars and say, ‘Oh dear, how sad, when
children were killed by bombs” (79). These sort of comments, though, are few
and isolated, and then the ‘comic’ resumes immediately—"But this story isa
hap-hap-happy story, about animals”—and the narrator goes on to relate the
tale of Mr. Gronk, the lion, in his village of Pongoland. The incongruity and
juxtaposition of the ‘serious’ comments about men’s failings and war and a
“hap-hap-happy story about animals”, even though the satirical comment is
limited, does emphasize the mix of ‘grave and gay’ that Carroll mentions. Its
presence in a hook ostensibly written for a child andience is telling, in that it
indicates that the broadly polit ical can be included in a young children’s book,
though whether it is included for the benefit of adult co-readers or for child
readers themselves (or indeed both) i< debatable, especially given Milligan’s
history as an adult comic, performing as one of the ‘Goons™".

The Reduced Prominence of Satire

The reduction in the prominence of satire in children’s nonsense may reflect
some of the varied perceptions sbout children within society mentioned ear-
lier. The fact that there is less obvious focus upon the satirical elements in
texts may mean that the satire is, in effect, more subtle {even given the direct
nature of Milligan's comment), being less likely to be the abiding memory
a young reader takes away from the book, thus trusting children’s abilities
to ‘get’ it from among the other, often more obvious, humeorous forms and
properties within the text. This might imply adherence to beliefs that would
eventually lead to the more positive ideologies of the emergent paradigm.
However, the satirical element may appear reduced, and certainly less obvi-
ous, because, in a nonsense book now specifically marketed for children, it
is less acceptable, even under the guise of a funny book. This might suggest
adherence to the protectionist pa radigm, lessening undesirable ‘adult’ themes
in order to maintain the presumed sinnocence’ of childhood for as long as
possible. It is also possible that <atire’s continued presence, though somewhat
hidden among many forms of low humor, is still there for the benefit of adults

as co-readers.
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I suggest that the reduction in the Prominence and overtness of satirical
comment in nonsensical literature for children (even if it is more directly
stated) is part of 5 more positive dual address of readers, both children and
adults, and this might at least Partially explain the cross-over appeal of non-

atively addressed in the texts. This alter-

conflicting sense of audience:

something that seems true of earlier classic nonsense. According to Nikola-
jeva QBIIHJ, in cases of sych double address, the narrator assumes a superior
1 icating with implied adult readers over the top of
» and this often ccurs in earlier nonsensical texts in my
ely follow the adult-centered tradiy ions of nineteenth-
Mance, in André May rois’ Fattypuffs and
Orous, child-friend ly, apposite names of, for
he avuncular, ‘conversational address typical
+ €vident in narrator comments such as
L ening to Edmy nd™ (23), there are satiri-

cal Comments that I s adult readers. When the warring
Thinifers, are trying to avoid all-out war,
. Iry to agree—"That’s what you

€, said Edmung. “"We've had no end
People stopped Paying any atten-

“My father says that jt?
;|.- 5 much h[_r" : 3 i
0 them,” said James Vorapuf, " people don't Pay any attention

(2001/1941: 45-46)

addressed, instead, 1o an adult aygi, £ . Young implied readers and are
8 nce w nma}. mu{‘h s 53
. more readily appreci

BAInst warrip artj ciz in
e this tex; Was § parties, especially during

Mporary |jte “ritten ang Published, In the dual

ostensibly) for 5 child op More chir!i?ri];kmm.dnsr. WFitten specificy lly (at least
“lKe an It . 5 i

::Id dﬂuhj‘-f :lddrcsa [hat rfsuhﬁ in ch"d]-rer::":r :jhf]'t 15 ..'] ﬁ_f_gfnn. ”rstng]f

gether, For Xample, in M““gan‘s Th nd adulg being addressed

+Such as the i “ Bald Ty Lion, mosg of the so-called

extraneous inform, ation, Sdnd hy Morous j

by readers of all abilities and eXPeriences, Understogg and appreciated
| - -

comment is oy ‘hidden’ in thig text, noy e j- as arre;.d}r shown, the satirical

s : B n -
Ereater knuwfc':fgc, 50, yet again, readers Sl Hg;ﬂ b::jauess
: Sin EXpe

address of more conte

detail, are li

riences are likely




‘New Wave Nonsense and the Tradition of Classic Nonsense * 111

1o be able o comprehend the potency of this anti-war message. This obviously
-ocreases the ‘inclusive’ nature of the humor, too.
The inclusion of satire within nonsense literature
y society’s gradual acceptance of the emergent para-
However, the combina-

might suggest that these

fexts mirror contemporar
digm of children’s rights, abilities and participation.
tion of satire, along with prominent propert ies of low humor, may serve o
reduce its effect, and so may reveal some retention of protectionist models
of childhood within contemporary society. Although nonsense for junior
{ this beneficial dual address, and there is
also often an acknowledgement (even if it is spbconscious on the part of the

author) that children should, and indeed, can be offered this type of humor,

social comment, and/or seriousness, it does seem that any darkness or seri-
the humor of which may

ousness must be diffused by way of ‘comic relief’;
serve to attract young readers in the first place. However, it may also be the
case that such humor serves 1o placate adult censors of a text, such as parents,

teachers, and librarians, as the notion of any satirical attack or serious 1551165
can seem diluted or even hidden by comic relief aspects.

readers may show some evidence o

The ‘Comic’ and the ‘Serious’ in One Literary Device

The move to comic relief represents another change in some contemporary
. which somewhat contradicts the notion of
Although there is 3 conflation of the seripus
es (the comic and the

nonsense texts for junior readers
children as capable and resilient.
and the comic in the text as a whale, these different stat
serious) are not generally contained within the one na rrative device and/or por-
tion of text, as in classic nONSENSse, but are present side by side, as if one needs
the other to make it acceptable. The sophisticated combination of the comic
and the serious in one device, in the form of the nonsense poem “Jabberwocky’,
can be seen in Carroll’s Alice Through the Looking Glass, Shires (1988) points out
how, among the pleasure and amusement offered by the counds, thythm and
cheer inventiveness of the language in the poem, the specter of death is never
far away. In fact, the amusement and humor of the clever wordplay and neolo-
gisms in the poem provide an excess of signification, but without a context or
clear meaning, for both character and reader, which, she says. may cause SOme
darkness of thought. Before Humpty Dumpty later explains the poem Lo Alice,
the main thing that she understands is that =gomebody killed something” (1872:
30) and Shires suggests that, as “Jabberwocky’ provides no metaphoric frame in
which to put the sequence of events, the reader may feel a sense of “death hang-
ing in the air” (1988: 278), and this complex combination of different feelings is
engendered in the one device; the non sense poem that is ']abberwm:ky‘.

In contrast, John Antrobus Help! I Am a Prisoner in a Toothpaste Fac-
tory (1978) serves as an example of how seriousness (of satirical comment, in
this case) is often followed by comic relief in post-1960s nonsense texts, which
may reveal an ambivalence regarding that which is deemed suitable for young
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children. Antrobys’ text contains the credentials for the nonsensical and the syr.
realin its bizarre plot, which includes a race of alien salesmen, toothpaste, chick.
€ns,amad uncle, and g Indian yogi who flogts about, appa rently from nowhere,
impnrtingadvi - Much humeayr originates from the wit of the child character,
Ronnie, and the text includes Jokes from and about the highly eccentri¢ Undle

 Such as when the characters are discussing divorce and he is asked, “Do
YOu want your wife back?” and pe answers, “I didn't like her back. I didn't like

» the text also features, among the

(not isolated comments,
» Satirical attacks upon big business, commercialization,
» 35 well a5 many others, becomes 2
taken over by an alien toothpaste which has been widely
: lon, and readers are shown the misery of the production
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‘Wew Wave Nonsense and the Traditio

slavery, the grave robbing of Pyramids, and the appropriation of the lands of

d by a ‘clown’ character who can appear merely silly

other cultures is tempere
lief is provided

and ridiculous. In You're Thinking About Doughnuts, comic re
by a talking plastic skeleton, with its absurd conversations, akin 1o the non-
sense logic conversations in Carroll's Alice books", and the extended joke of
the skeleton’s obsession with Frank thinking about doughnuts.

Comic relief is also contributed by the space suit which comes to life in the
museum. This spacesuit is, ridiculously and rather iron ically, afraid of heights,
and it frequently breaks the spell of seriousness with its constant, often inappro-
priate, nonsense refrains. The spacesui frequently mimics the astronaut, Neil
Armstrong’s, famous phrase from the first moon landing. For example, when
the animated stuffed tiger is relating the sad tale of how it came to be shot and

stuffed and kept as a rich man’s trophy, thus endangering its species, the space
«“That’s one small step for man, one giant leap
manner of classic

suit, seemingly indifferent, says,
for popcorn” (1987: 39). However, this absurd phrase, in the
nonsense, which combines the comic and the serious in one device or ulterance,
may also serve to highlight the juxtaposition between the political and the seri-
ous, and the comically nonsensical. The surprise of the unexpected phrase may
itself be enough to provoke laughter, due to a desire for psychological release Of
because of the extreme incongruity; but this ‘nonsense’ may also serve to make
a reader aware of the possibility that not only the utterance, but indeed the act
of shooting tigers (which prompted the outburst), is ridiculous and does not
make sense. As Alberghene points out, unlike many adults, who may view 4
character or event as merely silly, children can aften perceive the comic and the
serious in the one character/event and this provides evidence, in the spirit of
the emergent paradigm, that, “(he child can entertain two opposing ideas at the
same time” (1989; 242), which Alberghene suggests is one of the prerequisites

for mature reading and mature thought.

The “Threat of the Strange’

Precisely because of the satirical, critical comment within many nonsensical
the surreal, and the

texts, it should be apparent that elements of ‘nonsense’s

absurd in children’s literature can. at least theoretically, be viewed as radical,
and therefore transgressive of society’s norms, and {his may be compounded
by (adult) fear of the perceived threat of the ‘strangeness’ of the absurd and
surreal, In his discussion of Ungerer’s picture books such as Zeralda's Ogre
(1967), which contain surreal and nonsensical images, a3 well as the comic gro-
tesque, Siegel offers evidence of a librarian’s wariness and states that Ungerer's
books for children “make some adults uncomfortable™ (1977 26). | suggest
that books, such as Ungerer’s | Am Papa Snap and These Are My Favorite No
Such Stories (1973), which features the opening page illustrated, complete with

s absurdist notions, can be seen as radical because of the degree of cynicism

and alienation suggested.
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in the early decades, which may have resulted from the deleterious effects of
h-century nonsensical literature

the First World War. | suggest that twentiet
for children also began to chow such undertones of strangeness, in addition
to the gradual incorporation of elements from Dadaism, Surrealism, and fac-
ets of the Theater of the Absurd. According to Reynolds, “one of the most
important periods in the development of literary nonsense in children’s lit-
1960s” (2007: 56). Reynolds' “new wave of nonsense”
nning of considerable changes in the content,
n junior literature, given the later incorpora-
consetvative junior fiction.
stion to satirical comment,

erature occurred in the
ties in with my dating of the begi
forms, and functions of humor i
tion of one-time ‘radical’ notions into innately
This mixture of the surreal and absurd, in add
could certainly be perceived as threatening, even anarchic, by some adults, as,
ricatures from the ‘cerious’ adult world are set up

for example, overblown ca
loff point out {1989), there is an

to ridicule and thus, as Anderson and Apse
implied criticism of the existing order.
However, as Barreca suggests, satire, despite any trafficking with subver-
sion, actually works within the boundaries of established literary and social
laws; it is, in effect, often part of "uhange-wilhnut-::hange“ and is reaction-
ary (1988: 11). Petzold (1992), too, believes satire reaffirms norms by making
deviations from these norms appear ridiculous. Anderson and Apseloff, spe-
cifically discussing literary nonsense, state that the ‘attack’ elements of non-
sense do not turn the actual world upside down or even set it right. Indeed,
they call nonsense “a circular flight that returns us the ground” (1989: 5),
and so the connections between nonsense and the carnivalesque, which func-
tions as pcrmilted licence, can be seen. The '.-atrangenem’-’ of nonsense does

not, then, constitute a genuine threat.

The Transmutation to the ‘Comic Grotesque’: New Wave Nonsense

The transmutation of the surreal 1nd the absurd to incorporate the gro-
tesque and comic bodily realism in humorous nonsensical literature for
junior readers starts 10 become apparent in the 1970s—the later 19705 in
particular—and this may be indicative of numerous differing, even contra-
dictory, perceptions of children and childhood. For instance, the writing and
publication of texts featuring bodily realism may be further evidence of the
primacy of developmental thinking that Woad (2003) points out has domi-
nated educational practice since the 1950s. It could also be suggestive of the

continuation of less positive views within society. about children’s uncivi-

lized natures. As Cunningham points out, there is a common tendency “to
life cycle of a human

imagine the history of humankind as equ ivalent to the
being”, with a gradual ascent from savager-,r.fchildhmd to civilizationfadult-
hood (1995: 2). There is often an adult condemnation of literature that strays
too far into the comic grotesaque and/or scatological. For instance, Rees talks
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of the ‘tastelessness’ of much of Dah|'s ocuvre, and berates him as an author
who, “plays too much to the gallery where chjld ren sit” (1988: 154), and these
kinds of comments might indicate the continuation of views of the child as
somehow ‘other'— 5 savage and uncivilized—which also implies that child-

hood is 4 stage to be overcome.
€ persistence of sych negative views may add to the perceived threat to
civilized (adulr) society by the young, as noted by Buckingham (2000) and
John (2003), although | suggest the ‘threat” from such literature is more likely
to be tg Pparental htgcmun}- than to any larger, societal status quo. The time
frame for these changes, largely begin ning in the late 1970s and 1980s, is
Particularly illuminating. as these decades hers Ided the beginnings of what
Buckingham calls the ‘empowermen; of children, both politically and eco-
nomically” (2000: 79), Ei?iﬂg them status as citizens and consumers, in the
SPirit of the new tmergent Paradigm f childhood. The turn 1o comic bodily
i » e scatological within new Wave nonsense, can seem some-
ical, fevealing the exten of confusion sy
- Children e simultane

rrounding children in
ously perceived as competent,
hend and enjoy higher forms of humor
1o needing 1o e Protected from the darker, often
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nulngif;afcharlf!‘lgnf'thr various develop-
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air, with the dentist crouching in its lower jaw
while working. The curreal in nonsense verse starts to incorporate the gro-
tesque and comic bodily realism in literature which features gross appetites,
akin to those described by Bakhtin in discussions of 'grotesque realism’ and
the ‘material bodily principle’, which reveal a concern with the bodily func-
tions of the human body, defecation and food and drink (Rabelais and His
World 1984/1968). According to Stephens, literature featuring gross appetites
may be particularly pertinent o children, given their comman fixation with
food, and this may manifest itself in their literature as “hyperbolic forms of
gluttony™ (1992: 122). This move to comic bodily realism in junior litera-
ture is first evident in American texts. Prelutsky’s The Qu

een of Eene (1978)
features ridiculous situations and incongruously odd characters, but poems
such as ‘Pumberly Pott’s Unpred

-ctable Niece', who eats her uncle’s car piece
by piece, reveal a preoccupation with unusual appetites, as does ‘Gretchen in
the Kitchen':

crocodile sittingina dentist’s ch

Then deep into my recking val
I toss a tongue of pickled rat,
Some salted spiders (half a pound),

Two candied eyeballs, sweel and round.
(1978: 30)

This compounding of grotesque realism and unusual appetites was not con-
fined to verse, however. Louis Sachar’s Sideways Stories from Wayside School,
originally puhiished in 1978 but reissued in 2004", reveals the move o sur-
real, comic bodily realism and gross appetites within nonsense fiction. The
humorous text is certainly surreal and nonsensical, and in the introduction
the narrator recalls how the stories have been called “strange and silly”. The
whole school has been built sideways, with class being taught on the thir-
tieth floor, and the strangeness continues, as the teacher, Mrs. Gorf, turns

her pupils into apples. ‘sammy’, the smelly new pupil wrapped up in coals, is
hich tastes of

eventually revealed to be a rat, and children sample ice cream w
other pupils, for example, the “Mau recia-flavoured ice cream” (2004: 47-50).
The preoccupation with gross foodstuffs continues when the surreal moves
towards the grotesque in the chapter concerning “Leslie’ (Chapter 18), who,
ludicrously, does not know what to do with her toes. Louis, the yard teacher (a
character who, in a typical ‘nonsense’ amalgamation of reality and fiction, is
the real author, who did, in fact, work in sucha roleata school) tells her, “Just
cut them off and give them to me”, and he continues, saying that Miss Mush,
the lunch teacher, “can make little hot dogs out of them” {B7-88). S0 this text
reveals, yet again, how the surreal merges with comic bodily realism, at first,
by way of gross appetites/food stuffs.

The move towards British-authored, child-centered nonsensical litera-
ture featuring the surreal, comic, bodily realism, the grotesque and, later, the
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en’s Mind Your Own Business (1974), According to Styles (1998), this hera.h:lrd
a move from Pastoral poetry, which was largely middle class and contained

romantic notions of children and Nature—such as that epitomized by R. L
Stevenson's A Child's Garden of Verses

s (1885)—towards realism, Wil.h poetry
reflecting the dir—m-d&}r existence of many different kinds of ch:idhn;:-i.'
including the €Xperiences of immigrants ang the working class. | contend tha

the way for realism of a diftk'rcn_a‘ Iclind—irf
al—in nonsensical poetry and fiction cre-
I readers in the 19805 and beyond. Urchin
Ve started to become hy morous through the
Yles states is 5 staple of comic poetry of any

ets such as Colin McNay ghton, a comic writer and il Just.rif*
verse, whose Poetry can he argued to be rude and subversive

and might appeal to young readers, began to emerge. In There's an awful lot of
Weirdos in gy Neighbaur.‘mnd {1987), McNaughnm Writes:

Our vicar s kind,
But eats more than he should,
Lsuppose we could ¢q))

him,
A fat lot of good’

{1987 66)
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‘New Wave Nonsense’ and the Tradition

work of Roger Mct sough: a poet whom, Morse (1992) believes, satisfies both adult
and child readers. McGough's work typically features clever manipulation of lan-
guage, but looking at the subject matter and nature of the nonsensical, a change is
evident, from the largely surreal toa combination of the surreal and comic bodily
realism. McGough’s rhyming picture book, Mr. Noselighter (1976), features a
bizarre man with a candle - nstead of a nose and the text, along with its inclusion
of gloomy nights and the sea, is reminiscent of Lea r's nonsense poem, “Dong with
a Luminous Nose” (1877/2001: 225-228). The slightly disturbing illustrations add
a surreal effect to typical nonsense devices, including textual nonsensical contra-
dictions, such as when readers learn that, as Mr. Noselighter is taking a cake to
Grandma at night, lighting the way with his nose, he is wearing “red woolly socks/
to keep the ground off his feet” (1976: 7, my nu mbering). The bizarre illustrations
include Mr. Noselighter sitting in a small boat in ihe sea opposite an unidenti-
fied, naked man who has no nose, and a drawing of a tree growing oranges and
feet from its branches to accompany the text that tells how, “You couldn't tell an L_
orange/from a row of smelly toes” if you did not have a nose.

Such examples of surreal illustration, combined with nonsense VETSE, |
reveal a typical classic nonsense technique, common to Lear’s work, of using
pictorial illustration as a parallel text. The illustration supplements the writ-
ten and highlights the strangeness of the }uxtapnsitiun. in this instance, of
the incongruous—oranges and toes are nol generally associated with each
other. So this example of McGough's earlier work concentrates upon the sur-
real aspects of literary nonsense, with some elements of bodily realism.

McGough's later work moves on from this and includes clever nonsense
wordplay, as seen in The Great Smile Robbery (1982), although it still contains
a mix of the surreal, including Emerson’s cuphuard of smiles of every kind,
which can be taken on and off like clothes. The range of nonsense wordplay

in this text is extensive. It include

s the creation of portmanteau words, such

—ret r— o abbad il e
- = sl i

from Roger M:Gt::ugh‘s. Mr. Noselighter (1976), illustrated by

Figure 3.2 ustration ; s 2
g ng surreal juxtapositions, in the manner of the artist Magritte,

André mehl featuri t 5 .
with the additional mention of hodily realism—the smelly toes.
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as when Billie Bogie runs extremely fast, “fullpelting” (46), and when the
sleepy cat, Sourpuss, speaks, the inquit tag is not a simple ‘said’; readers learn
She“Mrawnad"hﬂ utterance (28). There js play with homonymic phrases
too, which highlights the dif ferent meanings and usages of words which have

same spelling. The buys conductor shouts, “Fares please” and as Emerson
reluctantly fumbles for his change, he thinks, “No they don't” (26). Emerson

icts, » despite this emphasis upon wordplay

humor, typical of classic nonsense, the text also now includes much humor of
comic bodily realism, largely by means of the characters, The Stinkers, who
“stunk” and “stinked”, such as Billie Bogie, “who picked his nose for hours
and hours, smashed, sneezed, angd spat at lowers™ (15). Again, typical of much
nonsensical literatyre in the 19805, McGough's award-winning poetry collec-
i i ' tures poems which provide evidence of the mix

: PPetites, typical of early new wave nonsense already
discussed. This ; i in the poem “Today's Recipe—Book
cook a book with Plenty of fat on it, to eat alongside
rms” (1983 83). This reveals that Mc( wough's work,
much wordplay humey and the surreal, later came to
Sque; by way of gross, unus
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The giant refers to “foulsome belchy burps” and “whizzpopping~ that, ludi-
crously, propel the giant into the air “with a series of the loudest and rud-
est noises Sophie had ever heard in her life” (66-69). The text also features
es. such as the hideous “Bloodbottler”. Although

visually repulsive grotesqu
gorized as surreal, such as

Dahl had earlier written fiction which can be cate
James and the Giant Peach (1961), com ic references to bodily functions are
not part of the humor of the nonsensical in that text. Much of the humaor of
the earlier text originates from the surreal nature of talking creatures travel-
ling in a giant peach, and a heavy reliance on classic nonsense YETsE, which
atilizes regular, predictable meter and rhythm, as seen. for example, in the
centipede’s nonsense Verse in the form of limerick-style stanzas, with the
usual aabba rhyme scheme.

Dahl’s verse also illustrates the move to
logical, along with the surreal. Dirty Beasts
book jacket as “a ghastly assortment of wicked be
extraordinary and unment jonable things™, which implies that this is seen as
asignificant ‘selling-point’ of a book aiming to attract young readers. Poems
such as “The Cow™ appear to live up to the advertising, as the cow, who lives
with the poet, grows wings and drops a cow chip on the head of a specta-
tor who dares to criticize. The appeal of this sort of humor for children is
revealed in comments such as Tucker’s, about Dahl’s books, which he says
provide “moments of scatological humour irresistible to children” (in Reyn-
olds and Tucker, 1998: 15-16) and, indeed, Dahl himself believed that chil-
dren had a coarser, more yulgar and even cruel sense of humor than adults
(in Watson, 2001}

As well as providing further evidence of this <catological turn within
nonsensical literature for children, Rosen’s mix of verse and prose, Hairy
Tales and Nursery Crimes (1985), reveals the use of grotesques which are not
used for any satirical purposes seemingly just for the fun of the incongri-
ity, strangeness, even ‘shock’ value, although this aspect is often noticeable
in the accompanying illustration, not the verse itself. The poem “My Hairy
Baby”, although typical of classic nonsense in its parody of the rhyme “Lon-
don Bridge is falling down”, features the pnusual, visual ‘shock’ of the highly
incongruous image of a young baby girl, complete in pretty dress, who is
impossibly hirsute and is depicted with the face of Rosen. This may be par-
ticularly disturbing because of the extreme incongruity, even aberration, of
a female infant having the face and beard of a grown man and impossi-
bly hairy legs, akin to an ape, instead of the usual societal depiction of girl
infants as pretty and smooth-skinned.

Much of the humor of the nonsense in this text emanates from the use
of clever wordplay that is, undoubtedly, sided by the surreal pictures. For
instance, when the text describes a woman going “to fill a bucket of daughter”
in order to clean the cars, the accompanying Alustration features a girl’s face,
presumably that of the daughter, within a bucket full of water. There is also,

the comic grotesque and scato-
(1983) is described on the back
asts getting up to some




122 + Humor in Contemporary Junior Literature

Figure 3.3 Hhastration from Michael Rosen's Hairy Tajes and Nursery Crimes (1985),
illustrateq by Alan Baker, depicting the incongruoys visual ‘shock’ of a hirsute female
i = i 3 replacing the usual ling, “My fair lady",
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print” (1993: 42-43), and she cites the Opies, collectors of children’s folklore
who traced scatological humor back to the nineteenth century in The Lore and
Language of Schoolchildren | 1959), which indicates that this sort of humor has
a long history.

Another possible contributory factor as regards the scatological turn in
nonsensical children’s literature may be related to arguments posited by Hey-
man (2003) and Lypp (1995). They both believe that there is less to protest
and rebel against in contemporary society—Lypp says “contemporary humor
often lacks surfaces of friction” (189). She nrgurslhal the world can no longer
be turned upside down because, in our liberal society, all authority has with-
ered and there is, for example, no binding educational canon, of authority,
to be parodied or subverted and there are Jess specific targets. Despite this
potential lack of targets 1o subvert—classic nonsense, for example, is known
for its subversive parody of the social conventions and didactic education
of the time—there does seem 10 be a rise in pnpularily of nonsense, which
seems contradictory. | suggest, therefore, that some of the ‘shock’ and seem-
ingly transgressive aspects in contemporary nonsense revolve around ‘fric-
tion’ and rebelling against the acce pted bounds of decency of adult ‘civilized’
society, and not rebellion against any one specific discourse. The disturbing
notions thrown up by the ‘threat of the strange’, and the irreverence of the
satire and/or questioning of prevailing orthodoxies, rypical of classic non-
sense, have been joined and compounded by a “comedy of nutragcnusness"
(Gutwirth’s term, 1993) that has not pﬂ!viuush’ been sanctioned (by being
published) in literature for this age of readership: This comedy of outrageous-
ness largely centers upon my third type of cubversive/transgressive humor, in
which taboo subjects, such as the openly scatological, are now commonly uti-
lized in humorous literature for junior readers, contrary to the accepted rules
of ‘polite’, ordered society, in which such ‘rudeness’ is usually curbed. This
attempt to shock leads to the combination of aspects of classic nonsense and
the surreal with the ‘gross-out’s grotesque factor, and even the preponderance
of scatological humor. Again, this sort of humor iz, in theory at least, more
inclusive, as most individuals, of whatever age. ability, and experience, should
be able to access this lavatorial humor, pven if they deplore it.

New Wave Nonsense and Transgression

Onsense (especially wordplay), the

The contemporary linking of classic n
in novels, in which

surreal, the scatological, and the gross is now evident
the mix of the surreal, nonsensical, and the scatological is now the most
transgressive aspect, rather than the surreal and nonsensical combined
with the satirical and/or philusuphical. as in earlier nonsense fiction such
as Rosen’s You're Thinking About Doughrits {1987). This seemingly more
child-centered fiction combines classic nonsense devices along with scato-
logical humor. Killeen's My Sister’s A Burp (1999) widely utilizes nonsensical
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wordplay, such as the creation of neologisms (“whirlin
and ridiculous, humoroys names (“Nurse Whop
tures double meanings which require the typical
text and illustration, sych as the word “bil"
doctor’s invoice, while the accompanying illustration features a duck’s bill,
and the text also utiljzes complex vocabulary, typical of classic nonsense,
such as ‘chasm’ and ‘cacuphun}r‘, The text is surreal, featuring talking teeth,
i 0 play ‘I-spy’, and a cat that obtains mom’s credit card in
order to go out and buy a cat suit, The Plot revolves around Zeke, who is
, has previously been shrunk by his
ives plenty of scape for nonsensical humor feat uring strong

B and gefurdling”)
pergob”). The text also fes.
nonsense interplay between
» which in the text refers to the

-
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» Who are encased inside a ball of ‘snot’. Even

ntal memorjes include the time Zeke vomited on Grandma
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its prominence and shock value. 50 the

curreal, and nonsense humaor, given
ess obvious satiric al

implied reader’s “gestalt” may be Jess likely to involve thel
aspect, hence, yet again, the nature of transgression may come from scato-
logical humor mixed with surreal nonsense, not the sur:rirulcnmhined with
the nonsense and surreal aspects. | suggest that texts cuch as Blake's Stinky
Fingers reveal a linkage of the nonsense that Reynolds (2007) classes as being
on the comic spectrum (rather ‘silly’, in the oral tradition) with literary non-
sense, which she posits has aesthetic qualities and is more complex, dealing
with phﬁnsnphic.ﬂ and/lor pnli'ticai isgues, but in an .lppan:mly simple way.
This newer development of the mmpmmding of increasingly disparate forms
of humor within children’s literature provides evidence of some acceptance
of the emergent paradigm of childhood, particulnriy as regards faith in chil-
dren’s abilities.

Another possible factor in the prominence of scatology within new Wave
nonsense is h ighlighm’l by James, who suggests | hat subversion/tra nsgression
has now “become thoroughly inscribed within mass culture—and, in par-
ticular, youth culture—in the last few decades” (2002: 25), 50 the seemingly
transgressive is now big business and is often apprnprialcd by the mass mar-
ket, Mallan (1993) and James {2002) both argue that the attraction of this sort
of transgression is not new, revealing that ‘yulgar’ and taboo forms of humor
have been around for hundreds of years. Of course, that which is considered
vulgar or taboo by a society is culturally relative, and humor that was consid-
ered taboo a hundred years ag0 is less likely to be viewed as such today, due
to the vast differences in circumstances and contexts. In addition, because of
the increase in the amount of books being puh!ishcd and the ever-widening
diversity in children’s puh!ishing, rcpre.v.enting a wider cross-section of the
population than ever before, books featuring this kind of scatology within

nonsensical humor are becoming much more com mon.

Changing Notions of ‘Childhood” and Adulthood’

The seemingly subversive side of contemporary mass culture, particula rly
youth culture, highlighted by James, may also form part of any explana-
tion for the appeal of new wave non sense texts for adults, such as Gervais'
Flanimal books (2004 onwards) and John Hegley's My Dog is @ Carrot (2002),
even though, as already illustrated, much contemporary nonsense has moved
away from that which is more likely to be viewed as adult-centered, into more
‘child-centered’ new wave NONSENSe: Numerous theorists mention the blur-
ring of boundaries between adults and children and/or the ‘paedncratisalinn‘
(Hartley’s term, 1987) of adults. Meyrowitz suggests that “many of the adults
who have come of age within the last twenty years (since the late 1960s) con-
tinue to speak, dress and act like overgrown children”, so that what seems 1o
be happening is “an overall merging of childhood and adulthood” (1987:612).
Holland argues that market values have now come together with ‘childish’
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values, with the Production of goods which make no pretense at usefulness
and depend on the creation and potentig| gratification of desires which have
much in common with what she calls “childish sponta neity” and “libidinags
Pleasure” (199¢. 161). Adults can be attracted to such goods so that they can
share “childish indulgencies instead of censoring and limiting them®, thys
- d argues this has occurred
commercial and media environmen
- T'his sort of anxiety is not new, however,
Reynolds cites Claudia Nelson who notes, referring to the Victorian period,
> arity of children’s fiction with
adults as a symprom of ‘social degeneration'™ (2007: 12).

Such contemporary arguments obviously fuel debates about the end of
children’ literatyre by the likes of Grigy, Id (1997) and Nikolavieva (1998),
especially whep Paired with wha Metcalf calls “the Price to pay” for today’s
“empowermen; of the child”, 44 children are forced to grow up sooner, learn

at actually authors are now
; ocious children who share Mmore experiences with adults
than childrep did ; :

» Winn (1984), and Kling (1993), choose to perceive
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It is beyond the Scope of this
Ments, but whap i of note iy that cony
which includes pey Wave nonsense
and innage abilities
Of cognitive humar,
an; csh‘::iilcrltt::::f::rl::;:;;:;al licting Plending of high and low, adult
bered thay, crucially, ¢ by m“r_'}’ “OMmentators, iy must be remem-
) Notions of childhood have also altered.

Mire 'chiid-a‘cmrjc’ in that they largely
s farce angd lower hy Morous proper-
i 5 but now, Partly because of the

‘chiid-;cntr[c‘ has EXpanded, g5 chjldfz:e:::f;t:a; Wh-ich Al e i?EIUdﬂf L
cope w1|h~land ﬂIPI"‘rm:iatt:, the darker a5pecty of life ;n ﬁdfm‘d as being a,bk -
may be eviden; in the delibergge inclusinn of hlackl . Idca.s allmul FEN
wave ““_ﬂﬂ"nse teXts and thej, Profusioy, of Slirreg| un:'m;- m'hm. e
Properties of humeyr. nd ‘gross. oy forms and

: » often ack nowledges this earlier ‘maturity’
of younger childrep, through the inclusion of high forms

ontem PIJT'.'!I];

Bill Ott, with regard to the ‘Nastiness’ :
. i 85 0f clagg:.. ,
how children “laugh freely at the hruraFabsurdl;. nnnsen_z,e S

children, states
Ol a dl'l.rfded

jugular artery”
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‘New Wave Nonsense' an

(1989: 42), and Gangopadhyay points out how classic nonsense literature,

including nursery rhymes, is “steeped in bad humour and negative emotions”,
ror (2004: 43). It is certainly true that this
% limericks in A Book of
“grotesque and violent”

such as anger, scorm, fear, or hor
darker side of nonsense has long been present. Lear
Nonsense (1846/2001) are described by Thomas as
(1985: 120). Verses include, for example, the ‘0ld Person of Buda' whao is ham-
mered, the ‘Old man of Peru’ who is baked, and the work also features Ott'’s
reference, the ‘Old Person of Tartary, “who divided his jugular artery” (2001:
50). Characters in Carroll’s Alice texts are mostly pnpleasant and violent. The
Queen, in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), makes constant entreat-
ies to cut off other character’s heads, as seen in Alice's first meeting with the
Queen, and the King threatens 10 execute the Hatter. Haldane's My Friend
Mr. Leakey (1937) features Pompey, the dragon, who bites off a jinn’s NOSE,
and the text features the surreal black humor of rats hanging on 1o the toes
of a night-watchman, with the toes eventually coming away from the foot,
cartoon-style. These examples serve 1o reveal the long-standing existence of
black humor within classic nonsense and early twentieth-century texts which

follow similar patterns of humor.

The far-fetched nature of gruesome
James and the Giant Peach (1961} which, parud}ring the convention, within
children’s literature, of being rid of parental :ntervention early in the story,
tells how James' mom and dad scuddenly got eaten up .- - by an enormous
angry rhinoceros which had escaped from the London Zoo~ (7)- This sentence
is followed immediately, quite typically, by ‘colief” from the unease caused
by the gruesomeness, by the humorous understatement, “pow this, as you
can well imagine, was a rather nasty experience for two such gentle parmts"
(ibid). So even though Dahl’s text atilizes comic relief to counter ‘seriousness’
4 common occurrence in children’s nonsense, it does reveal the continued use
of unrealistic, cartoon-like, black humar.

The far-fetched, surreal ‘cartoon-like’ violence of classic NONSETISE and
indeed new wave NONSENse can serve as what Gangopadhyay ter ms “emotional
insulation™ (2004: 44). The strangeness and incongruity of the violence and
unpleasantness can actually work to distance the reader from any emotional
response as the actions are so extreme and totally unrealistic. According to
McGhee (in Goldstein and McGhee, 1972}, such seemingly terrible and grue-
some events can help to create a ‘playful’ frame of mind, enabling individuals
to interpret the events as comic fantasy, not horror, Howeven the presence
of, and in some cases, increase in. black humor in new wave nonsense texts,
written specifically for children (and not i texts which were written with an
eye to an adult audience) may be telling. This change may be partly due to the
fact that the ‘dark’ aspect of children's psyches is now more acknowledged.
Prout speaks of how, by the mid-twentieth century> “p.r:ychn‘iugical discourses
of the child™ were becoming part of “a more geru.‘rai public CONSCIOUSTESS.

(2005: 51). Again, looking at wider societal trends, the popularity of humor

black humor can also be seen in Dahl's
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in the vein of Monty Python may also have contributed 1, wa rds [:"I.I; ;Ea]:re::
in black humor, Wagg refers to the “strong strain of u.'r_ut'H}'. rl‘i::.,“d “r:; ;
ning through Monty Python (and the last successfyl h.hn was relea ——
as 1983) and there certainly seems 1o be 5 trend, .'-Il.‘dl.il]}-.' mur;l-..rng m‘:I i
early 1980s, towards what some commentators term “infant black c!’-:xa.dt [ts.
Yet again, this indicates a widening of subject matter and tone whic

tectionism, typical of older world views concerning ¢ h”*"“'f'd' “'h’f‘lh fp::
i Protecting children from ‘unsuitable dspects of the

Black Humpy and New Waye Nonsense

Dahl’s verse, such as hjs irrevereny fairy-tale revisions in Revolting RFU:""::
(1982), reveals this surreal and Bruesome black humor. In “The Three [-ll:rfl

Pigs”, readers, wha have alrcady seen Little Red g iding Hood shoot th\l‘: wollin
the previous Poem, learn how she comes to the aid of the third little pig under

attack from e wolf. She kills the wolf by the end stanza ends on a macabre
note that readers may pick up on:

» ONe notes
Not only has wo wolfskin Conts

But when she goes from p|
She has 3 PIGSKIN TRay

ace to place,
ELLING CASE,
{!9&2:4?}

Some of Colip West’ 45 a similar tone ang includes, for
instance, “Vicious Verses”,j i Areats Little Barbarg in Scarborough

4t black humyr is present in poetry wril-
ten with Young childrep, in mind,

This ‘dar ness’ can algg be seen in conte
edged as having aduly appeal. Johy Hegle
Carrot (2002), fe

atures stry nge
suich as organic |

Mporary Poetry which is acknowl-
¥'s ollection of verse, My Dog is a
4 in':ungruuus, and surreq) subjects for poems,
eeks which Speak ang dogs thay wear glasses, His verse is also
often Perceived g4 rather dark: 5 review States thay Hegley yses “light verse for
A mordant purpose™ | contend thay gy, of Hegley’s Poetry can be classed
A5 New wave nonsense verse, which feay,, res black humgp Among the weird, the

» 35 seen in “py and the Wizarg® poem is nonsen-
sical and j includes 'al:r.naurdin.r of Content, becnming More and more surreal
as the poem Progresses, A fipy Pat has = { Tound tg gee her Unele Matt the
wizard/feven thyy Hand there Was a blizzq g the strange
uncle looks inside his hat, A typical Nonsepse transl‘nrmmion wi';ich is also a
Crazy fmpﬂ.'iﬁlbf“T}’. takes place, a6 the Previoushy Pty hay sl;itq ki a.pnir of
glasses that enab)e Pat to see that the worlq i ot flat, The rand.nm notion of
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“New Wave Nonsense and the Traditio

Pat wanting to tell her cat about this discovery is also rather bizarre. The sur-

real then mixes with black humor:

she didn't know her cat was dead

splatted flat by Uncle Fred

it's lucky Uncle Matt was skilled

at mending cats his brother killed

and that's exactly what he did

and all he charged was fifty pence.
{2002: 23)

‘lawless’ thythm, denial of expectation

Mash points out how abuse of meter,
can also “signal

and, 1 would add here, the uneven, unusual rhyme scheme,
humor and highlight nonsense” (1983, in Anderson and Apseloff 47-49), in
contrast to the well-known, overt strict adherence to predictable rules and
patterns of classic, nineteenth-century nonsense verse, in which form is para-
mount. All Nash’s alternative prerequisites for nonsense are fulfilled in this
poem. The meter is uneven. particularly in the earlier part of the poem, and
the rhyme scheme throughout is also erratic. The first five lines of the poem
have an unusual abcac rhyme scheme, while the majority of the latter part
of the poem (which also does not include any punctuation or capital letters)

consists of typical nonsense-Verse rhyming couplets. The denial of expecta-
tion and surprise, characteristic of both nonsense and incongruity forms of
humor, comes at the very end of the poem, as the final word does not rhyme

the words “and all he charged

with the word ‘did’ as might be assumed. In fact,

was fifty pence” add to a typical nonsense doubt about meaning. Who does
Uncle Matt charge, and for what? Does he charge pat for helping her discover
that the world is not flat, or does he charge for ‘mending’ the cat {which is.
of course, another nonsensical possibility as it is impossible to ‘mend’ a cat
which has been “splatted flat”), and if so, who pays for that—Uncle Fred, the
killer, or Pat, the cat’s awner? Yet again, the indeterminacy of this nonsen-
sical poem, combined with its black humor, renders it typical of literature
that acknowledges young children’s abilities to COPE with ambiguity and even
find humor in death, and issues of black humor will be further discussed in
Chapter 5, ““Funny and Fearful’s The Comic Gothic and [ncongruity”.

Conclusion

| trend for young children’s

My research suggests 4 current millennia
|. This is perhaps due to the

literature featuring the broadly nonsensica
fact that nonsense is typical of fin de sidcle writing in its complex mix
of ambiguities and paradoxes, compounded by millennial anxieties that
highlight tensions between fear and hope, idiosyncrasy, and convention
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(McGillis, 2003). As part of this contemporary vogue, numerous nop-
sense classics have been reissued, such as Eric | inklater’s The Wind on the
Moon (1944/2000) and Haldane's My Friend My, Leakey (1937/2004), and
established writerg ot previously known for their nonsense wri! ing l?“'-‘
produced nonsensical texts, For example, the children’s author, Ul.d.' King-
Smith, wel known for his animal tales, published Under the Mish-Mash

the gombrizils, 4ng celebrity authors, such as Ricky Gervais, have chosen
10 publish works sy, 25 the highly sy,

essful nonsensical picture books,
Flanimals (2004) ang iy sequels,

nce the 1960s, These moves include
incrmsing inmrpuratiorn of surreal and absurd elements which constitute
e it of the stra nge’, my second type
f a5 well as the later tra nsmutation of these
‘c“mifsr‘fﬂﬂqul‘: and even scatology (my third type of
ntdevelopments, added to facets

& new sub-genre “fc“meml’mﬂﬂ’ nonsensical children’s literature—contain
moreambiguoys, contrary, ang increasingly d; sparate compounds of high and
IU'-I\" fﬂl‘l‘ll!. and P“J‘P'EHII.EE o

: Fhumor than ever before seen in literature written
specifically for Junior readpys, High, COgNitive, compley ool his it

as satire and irony, which are generally considere sophisticated, and which
also, typical of classic Nonsense, € serious side and are t herefore

v Nave 3 Mo
5 ‘adult’, 4, tombined wih, additional proper-
ties of low humor, sych, 25 the comjc Erotesque ang (he scatological. Such low
in texts for this age of reader, compound
classic nNonsense; violent slapstick. The
ive of . : ind: humor can be seen as rep-
:Ewnj:?lt‘;v-e s "Nereasing blurr nfdiﬂtinrtmns between the adult and
e child in contempor. iden ; radual growih of equality
between the child ang adul,

and oy forms ang ties of
; : s properties
Il;‘ur?tér},l t.rpl;afhﬂfgda‘ss-. SN be redyced 1o the basic opposition of
€ adult’ and the child’, ang this L'ultl.rrﬂ"}r-irnpmed S¢paration is indicative
of prevalent devek:-pmema] beliefs i, society ahoyy children’s innate differ-
Ence to adults, A, the Properties of oy, humgy Are 50 peryasis nd en-

erally the most Promineny humorgy, qualiti s wav:l:z.a areI gm
; nsense fexts,
e YEXLS are mo, ‘childigh, thus Playing to, and

e less developed sensibilities

ore - Emphasgic e children’s
- : | dults reflects the Morg Negative side f Totection-
Ist paradigms of childhond, However, eye, thoy / l

Argue thy the balance

rF -
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of various forms and properties of humor has altered since the 1970s, so that
nonsensical literature has gradually become more ‘child centric’ (as opposed
to the double address and adult bias of classic nonsense ), my detailed analysis
of the changes in usage of satire, along with recognition of the inclusion of
black humor in texts written specifically for children, can reveal evidence of
more positive perceptions of children as active, perceptive, and capable.

The gradual increase in the subtlety of humorous satire, by being less
overt and hidden among more prominent forms of low humor, such as toilet
humor, implies that young children are trusted to access and appreciate this
satire, It must also be remembered that, as new wave nonsense texts are writ-
for children or the child-like, the inclusion of higher forms
of what were once considered ‘adult’ humor suggest they are now seen s
suitable and likely to be appreciated by young readers. However, concomitant

with the existence of an array of competing paradigms of childhood in soci-

ety, many of which have a long history and a tenacious hold, some texts, such
as Antrobus’ Help! I am a Prisoner in a Toothpaste Factory, do utilize comic
relief to diffuse the seripusness of any satire, t0 make it more acceptable to
both child reader and adult co-reader. This use of comic relief may be indica-
tive of the continued hold of the protectionist paradigm, as it reveals less faith
in children’s abilities to cope with undiluted ‘seriousness’. The utilization of
comic relief may also indicate an underestimation of children, by implying
beliefs in children's inability to comprehend and appreciate the sophistica-
tion and cognitive complexity of the classic nonsense practice of combining
the serious and the comic in the one nonsense device. | suggest that these
subconscious textual constructions constitute evidence of the uneven and
hesitant acceptance of the emergent paradigm, as notions of protectionism

are still apparent.
S0, within new wave NONSENse

ten specifically

texts in particular, the humor of the ‘child’

and the ‘adult’, the ‘high’ and the ‘low’, and the ‘grave and the gay’, have
become compounded in even more complex ways so that they are no longer, if
in fact they ever were, simple binaries. Although this increase in an amhligu-
ity that is already inherent in classic nonsense reveals contemporary societal
inconsistenicies in perceptions of, and attitudes towards, children, I suggest
that the development of new wave nonsense texts reveals evidence of a gradual
acceptance of the emergent paradigm. Implicit in this notion is the perception
of young children as active agents in, as well as products of, social processes,
and it reveals a faith in young children’s abilities and competencies that is gen-
erally less predominant in other more traditional humorous genres.




