Sarah Sickel

Jokes Don’t Jump from Nowhere:

Comic Dialogism

in P.G. Wodehouse’s ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels



Walter Gobel, Therese Fischer-Seidel, Klaus Stierstorfer (Hg.)

Anglistik — Amerikanistik — Anglophonie

Band 14



Sarah Sickel

Jokes Don’t Jump from Nowhere:

Comic Dialogism in P.G. Wodehouse’s

‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels

Bk Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier



Séckel, Sarah: Jokes Don’t Jump from Nowhere:

Comic Dialogism in P.G. Wodehouse’s

‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels / Sarah Séckel. -

Trier : WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2012
(Anglistik — Amerikanistik — Anglophonie ; Bd. 14)
ISBN 978-3-86821-361-4

D93

Umschlagbild: Elena Bautz

Umschlaggestaltung: Brigitta Disseldorf

© WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier, 2012
ISBN 978-3-86821-361-4

Alle Rechte vorbehalten
Nachdruck oder Vervielfiltigung nur mit
ausdriicklicher Genehmigung des Verlags

WVT Wissenschaftlicher Verlag Trier
Bergstral3e 27, 54295 Trier

Postfach 4005, 54230 Trier

Tel.: (0651) 41503

Fax: (0651) 41504

Internet: http://www.wvttrier.de
E-Mail: wvt@wvttrier.de



Acknowledgments

This book originated in a PhD thesis at the University of Stuttgart. I am deeply grateful
to my supervising professor, Walter Gobel. His good advice and his confidence in me
helped me to advance during the years that I was both writing my PhD thesis and
working for him. He always had time for my questions and he gave me the freedom to
develop my own interests. I am also most thankful to Professor Renate Brosch. Her
work on visuality studies has been very inspiring to me and her kind feedback has al-
ways been very encouraging. My thanks extend to all members of the Departments for
American and English Literature at the University of Stuttgart. It is a privilege to be
your colleague!

There are many people whom I want to thank for their companionship in the
years during which this book was written — hence, a few shall be mentioned here.
I will, as Wooster would put it, begin at the beginning: I am deeply grateful to my par-
ents Christiane and Siegbert Kuhs without whom neither this book nor I would ever
have seen the light of the day. Thank you for one of the happiest childhoods, for your
constant love and support and for encouraging me to do what I liked doing and to con-
tinue when I was concentrating too much on my own fallibility. My life would have
been incomplete without my best friend and sister, Elena Bautz, and moreover, this
book would lack a cover image — thank you! I am also very thankful to the rest of my
family, especially my grandmothers, for their daily prayers.

Some of my best friends have played a crucial role in bringing this book to life:
Eddy, Dr. Joe and Sam Bennett were the first to introduce me to the TV comedy series
Jeeves and Wooster. Daniela Casagrande proofread the first part of my PhD thesis and
always encouraged me. Rebecca Jones proofread the whole manuscript before its
publication (while leading a very busy London life!). Thank you all for your help and,
most of all, for your friendship!

Without my husband’s technical assistance, I would probably still be trying to
figure out how to format the manuscript. Thank you for formatting this book and, most
of all, for your love. This book is dedicated to my beloved husband, Winni, and our
beloved son, Oliver. You are the greatest blessings of my life.






1
2

3
4

5

6

Table of Contents

Introduction

A Theoretical Approach to Comic Dialogism
2.1 Intertextual and Intermedial Dialogism
2.1.1 Intertextual Dialogism
2.1.2  Intermedial Dialogism
2.1.3  Visuality and Readerly Imaging
2.2 The Comic and Comic Dialogism

Medium-Specific Dialogic Discourse

Cultural Memory in Dialogue: Various Intertexts
4.1 Proverbs and Biblical Quotations
4.2 English, American and Fictional Literary Works and Authors
4.3 Intertextual Dialogism between Shakespeare’s Plays and

P.G. Wodehouse’s ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels
4.3.1 Reinscribing ‘the Romeo’: Specific References
4.3.2  All’s Well that Ends Well when Love’s Labours are Lost:
System’s References

Nineteenth- and Twentieth-Century Literature in Dialogue
5.1  (Auto-) Stereotyping and Features of Englishness
5.2 Twentieth-Century Society in an Edwardian Setting
5.3 Detective Fiction in Dialogue
5.3.1 The Popularity of the Great Valet/Detective:
Harry Leon Wilson’s Ruggles of Red Gap, Denis Mackail’s
What Next?, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s ‘Sherlock Holmes’ and
E.W. Hornung’s ‘Raffles’ Combined
5.3.2  Writing during the Golden Age of Detective Fiction:
Agatha Christie’s ‘Miss Marple’ and ‘Hercule Poirot’ as Intertexts
5.3.3 A Brief Comment on Dorothy L. Sayers’ ‘Lord Peter Wimsey’
Novels and their Rewriting of the Character Pair Jeeves and Wooster
5.3.4  Cultural Memory and the American (Hard-Boiled) Detective Novel
of the 1920s and 1930s: A Dialogic Reading of Rex Stout’s
‘Nero Wolfe’ Mysteries, Raymond Chandler’s ‘Philip Marlowe’
Novels and P.G. Wodehouse’s ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels
5.4  Fun for Fun’s Sake: Wodehouse, Wilde and Co.
5.4.1 Pastoralising Wilde
5.4.2 A Brief Comment on Saki and Wodehouse
5.4.3 P.G. Wodehouse’s ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels and Jerome K.
Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat: To Say Nothing of the Dog!

Intermedial Dialogism in the ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels

o o —

21
31

39

45
45
55

62
63

67

75
77
88
93

96

108

114

116
123
124
127

128
135



6.1 Transmedial Transcodings: The Play (Come on, Jeeves) and
its Novelisation (Ring for Jeeves)
6.2  An Intermedial Reading of the ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels
6.2.1 American Musical Comedy and Film of the Early Twentieth
Century and P.G. Wodehouse’s Intermedial References
6.2.2 Lost in a Comic Book: Theatricality, Visuality and Readerly Imaging
6.2.3  The Lyrics, Music, Plot and Characters of Musical Comedy

7  The Posthumous Productive Reception of P.G. Wodehouse’s
‘Jeeves and Wooster’ Novels
7.1  Clive Exton’s Comedy Series Jeeves and Wooster (1990-93)

7.1.1  Why Analyse the Film Adaptations?

7.1.2  Theoretical Approach

7.1.3  ‘Englishness’ in the Twentieth Century: Jeeves and Wooster
in the Context of English Heritage Films

7.1.4  Further Generic Similarities: Adaptations and Comic Series
as Novels or on Television

7.1.5 Revisiting the Intertexts/Intermedia

7.1.6  Visualising Verbal Humour and the ‘Imagined Visual” on Screen

8  Conclusion
9  Appendix
10 Works Cited

135
142

142
148
159

169
172
172
173

175

178
180
186

191
199
205



1 Introduction

Westbrook asks me whether reading some English classic did me any
good. I say “Well, I suppose it was like meat going into the sausage
mill. It will come out in the form of sausages sometime.”

(qtd. in McCrum 73)

Being one of the very few German literary critics who engage with the works of P.G.
Wodehouse, I take it as a due national prerogative to analyse the sausages.' The ‘sau-
sages’ here are his ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ novels,> which were created through incor-
porating various intertextual and intermedial references.’ This study presents new
readings of these comic novels by analysing them as ‘textual sausages’ — texts that
rewrite various works from English and American literature as well as Wodehouse’s
own writings and bear intermedial traces of his career in musical comedy. Hence, [
will approach the novels under the scope of intertextual and intermedial dialogism.
The term ‘dialogism’ is a reference to Bakhtin’s socio-culturally grounded theory of
what Kristeva in her reception of his works called ‘intertextuality’ and stresses the
interaction between production, text and reception. This is especially important when
analysing comic works because laughter is always a “fait social” (cf. Pfister 2002, vi).
Ironically, the very term ‘dialogism’ was not coined by Bakhtin,® but according to
Michael Holquist “the history of Bakhtin’s reception seems to suggest that if we are to
continue to think about his work in a way that is useful, some synthetic means must be
found for categorizing the different ways he meditated on dialogue” (Holquist 15). I
will also use the term ‘dialogism’ for three different, albeit overlapping, phenomena:
first, the ‘communication’ between author/narrator, text and reader,’ secondly, the
interaction between texts and images as well as between different texts and between
different images, and thirdly, the incongruities created through these interactions. With
regard to the two latter points, my concept differs diametrically from Bakhtin’s con-

1 Parts of chapter 1, 2 and 4.3 have previously been published in Sickel 2009.

There are 15 ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ books, however four of them are not novels, but
collections of short stories (cf. Usborne 2003, 137ff)). For simplicity’s sake, I shall
mostly use the term ‘novel’ instead of ‘short stories and novels’ and I shall not pay at-
tention to the generic differences. (The Penguin edition I am using for my analyses only
counts 14 works as the first collection of short stories included not only ‘Jeeves and
Wooster’ stories, but also Reggie Pepper stories and the ‘Jeeves and Wooster® stories
were republished in 1925 in the collection Carry On, Jeeves (cf. Usborne 2003, 158).)

3 None of the novels is actually called ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ and neither did Wodehouse
call the series so; most novels include the name ‘Jeeves’ because he was the more pop-
ular character. Jeeves and Wooster is the name of Clive Exton’s popular film adaptation
(1990-1993) starring Hugh Laurie and Stephen Fry.

4 “For this reason, the term used in this book to refer to the interconnected set of concerns
that dominate Bakhtin’s thinking is ‘dialogism,” a term, I hasten to add, never used by
Bakhtin himself.” (Holquist 15)

5 For simplicity’s sake, I will use the male pronoun when talking about persons without a
defined gender, e.g. ‘the reader’ or ‘the narrator’.



cept of ‘heteroglossia’ because it includes interactions that are ‘monologic’ in a
Bakhtinian sense. There is no ‘social voice’ in the P.G. Wodehouse novels, but society
is present through already mediated accounts. Hence, studies of cultural memory will
help to explain why the intertextual and intermedial dialogism of the novels is respon-
sible for their popularity and their creation of a somewhat stereotypical, fictitious and
partly nostalgic Englishness.® Moreover, the popular comic novels’ “effects’ cannot be
explained without theories of the comic, intertextuality, intermediality and visuality
because some results of intermedial dialogism are the very visual comedy of the nov-
els and the incongruities between the visual and the verbal. It has to be pointed out
here that it is not the aim of this project to add new theoretical concepts to visual cul-
ture studies, but to analyse Wodehouse’s works. Concerning the novels’ visuality, the-
ories by other critics will be applied in my analyses and will only be modified where
the object of my study necessitates this.’

The application of recent theoretical approaches to Wodehouse’s works has not
been undertaken before — probably because a number of studies on his works are bio-
graphical or dated, possibly because the novels’ comicality often seems to escape seri-
ous theorisations. However, this is the challenge that my study embraces and, as will
be shown, such an approach promotes a much deeper understanding of the novels,
their popularity and on-going prominence in cultural memory as well as their creation
of humorous effects. Furthermore, although critics have repeatedly pointed out Wode-
house’s ‘cannibalising’ of his own and others’ works, hardly any of these examine the
effects these intertexts have, but simply notice their existence; none apply theories of
intertextuality to the novels and there are no studies of intermediality, visuality and
cultural memory of Wodehouse’s works. In providing what could be called a ‘thick
description’® of cultural embeddedness, my study operates on the borderline between
cultural and literary studies; the theoretical approaches from both fields help to create
a better understanding of Wodehouse’s works and their effects.

The selection of the ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ novels from among the works of a
popular prolific writer of course demands explanation. Firstly, the ‘Jeeves and
Wooster’ novels, and especially the character of Jeeves, have become part of English —
and American — cultural memory. In the UK, an internet engine called Ask Jeeves ex-
ists and Jeeves even has an entry in the New Oxford Dictionary of English and The
New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary: On Historical Principles.” Modelled on the

6 The term ‘Englishness’, as it is to be understood with respect to the ‘Jeeves and Woos-
ter’ novels, will be explained in 5.1.

7 An example would be the ‘visual running gag’/‘comic configuration’ (cf. 2.1.3; 6.2.2), a
term and concept that I created with reference to Renate Brosch’s concept of a ‘configu-
ration’ (cf. Brosch 2007b, 180f.).

8 I understand the term ‘thick description” as Clifford Geertz defines it (cf. Geertz 3-30)
with reference to Gilbert Ryle (cf. Geertz 6).

9 Cf. the entry in The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary: “[A character in the novels
of P.G. Wodehouse.] A valet, a personal attendant, esp. one who is resourceful and om-
niscient.”



character of the clever servant, the eiron and servus dolosus from Greek comedy (cf.
Mooneyham 124) as well as on the nineteenth- and twentieth-century classic detective,
the character of Jeeves already incorporates several popular characters from cultural
memory, reinscribes them, retains them and is therefore itself easily contained.

This is generally a feature of Wodehousean intertextual reference, which creates
a fictitious Englishness and furthers the containment of literary characters and quota-
tions in cultural memory, while frequently subverting them for comic effects. The
‘Jeeves and Wooster’ novels will be predominantly analysed in their dialogic relation
to literary works by other English and American writers and further texts and images
of cultural memory like idioms, proverbs and biblical quotations in order to show their
dialogue with English and American literary and cultural memory. The novels’ refer-
ences to American and English cultural memory account for their popularity in both
countries as well as for their creation of a very fictitious Englishness through e.g. ‘oth-
ering’ from an American perspective and British post-World War I escapism.'® Super-
ficially, this ‘transatlanticism’ or ‘transnationality’ links Wodehouse with his modern-
ist contemporaries, but much more so with Raymond Chandler. Moreover, the compar-
ative analyses in the ‘intertextuality chapters’ help to position the novels historically
and generically within English and partly American literature and show that their
popularity is grounded in the specific rewriting of sources from literary and cultural
memory, which is always a “repetition with variation” (Hutcheon 4).

Most specific references to canonised and popular texts are used for the creation
of humorous dialogues and scenes. Frequent repetitions of the same quoted material,
however, turn it into a part of “Wooster’s world’ and achieve monologic textual clo-
sure, whereas at the same time creating a productive ground for comparative read-
ings — at least for scholarly reading communities. Hence, both subversion and con-
tainment, predominating elements of comedy, are created by those reinscriptions.
Furthermore, Wodehouse has often been criticised for cannibalising his own works
and in fact not only developed a ‘saga habit’, but also adapted some of his novels as
musical comedies and vice versa (cf. e.g. McCrum 80f.), which accounts for the many
theatrical and visual scenes in the ‘Jeeves and Wooster’ novels.

This predominance of visuality is, more than anything else in Wodehouse, a sign
of his twentieth-century belongings in contrast to his seemingly “anomalous” position
in the previous century (cf. Mooneyham 114). Having been written during the time of
the most rapid social, political, historical and economic changes, his fiction consist-
ently deals with the stories of an Edwardian upper class, their butlers and aristocratic
homes. He wrote his novels about a world and a society that had vanished after the
world wars, but transformed it into something timeless (cf. McCrum 418), so that the
narratives not only take place in an Edwardian setting, but also present a comic, rather
ahistorical Arcadian world (cf. among others Mooneyham 133) of “pure play”

10 Because of his weak eyesight, Wodehouse did not fight in the British Armed Forces in
World War I (cf. e.g. Voorhees 1966, 28). This might be a biographical explanation for
the absence of any direct references to World War I or traces of shell shock.



(Mooneyham 133)."" Although this might seem ‘anomalous’ with respect to his mod-
ernist contemporaries, the novels’ intertextual links to e.g. Agatha Christie’s classic
detective novels show that his response to the inter- and post-war world is far from
singular.

The lightness, playfulness and “Bertie’s wonderful innocence” (McCrum 149)
were and still are chief attractions to the reading public skimming the market for hu-
morous and escapist literature, but also explain the continuous exclusion of P.G.
Wodehouse from literary histories and the canon. His works have mostly been praised
for their mastery of style (cf. among others Thompson 1992, 3) and they definitely
belong to a class of their own, but comedy has always been a discredited genre, espe-
cially ‘light comedy’. The fact that Wodehouse makes the reader laugh about almost
everything and everyone who seems to take himself too seriously — dictators and
communists, patriarchs and matriarchs, masters and servants alike — creates an inde-
terminacy as to what or if his novels criticise anything at all; it is more a laughter for
laughter’s sake that is achieved. The object that is to be laughed at could be compared
to the dead body in the classic detective novel; it serves a function. Jasen calls it the
“humour of geniality, of kindheartedness” (Jasen xi) and for him Wodehouse’s

popularity was gained not by caricaturing the real world or by holding up a mirror, but

by taking universal traits and easily recognizable habits and making us see ourselves

through his make-believe people in perfectly constructed, yet enormously complicated
make-believe situations. (Jasen xi)

Although the novels are far from being subversive socio-critical and/or satirical texts,
“the duality enabled in joking and comic scenarios opposes any univocal interpretation
of the world” (Stott 14), and this ‘duality’ sometimes makes it hard to determine if
Wodehouse is politically conservative or if and to what extent he criticises soci-
ety/politics. If there is an element of criticism, this is surely minimal; the Edwardian-
Arcadian world presented in the novels creates an escapist space for readers. The char-
acters’ problems resemble more those of school boys than adults — punctured hot water
bottles or the fear of authorities — whereas ‘adult problems’ are simply left out or play-
fully dealt with: sex does not exist and class is used for comic inversion, but is other-
wise rather nostalgically portrayed. This ‘infantilisation of culture, society and poli-
tics’, the kind of humour that does not hurt anyone by picking at everyone in a light
way and always combines subversion with containment, could be criticised. In not
taking a tangible political stance, Wodehouse merely creates an escapist world.
Nevertheless, the discrediting of comedy and its continual exclusion from serious
analysis misses a vital aspect of human experience and in this case, a vital aspect of
the English literary imagination and cultural memory. With its “sweet, melancholy
nostalgia for an England of innocent laughter and song” (McCrum 418), the Wode-

11 As Voorhees puts it with reference to World War II: “Not that the war brought about
any change in the novels, for when the war was over, Wodehouse went right on writing
the same sort of books that he had always written. Indeed during the war, when he was
interned and imprisoned, he never stopped writing them.” (Voorhees 1966, “Preface”)



