
IENI 
YIIIIIIIN 

TI 
II •• EI 
IIHIIL 

A vacation, 

Webster 's says, is, 

among other things, a time 

for contemplation. 

So hang up your hammock in your own backyard 
this summer and contemplate com temporary life as 
you sample recent fiction - the same works that are 
taught in Mizzou's contemporary novels class. On 
Campus the course is taught by Dr. M. Gilbert Porter, 
associate professor of English. But without leaving 
home, you can give your mind a vacation and mull 
the same 12 novels as do his Mizzou students. 

One thing you'll miss in your backyard-do-it-your
self-classroom is Porter's personality. In class, he 
dazzles and delights with a seemingly inexhaustible 
and eclectic supply of examples, relevant quotations, 
literary trivia, anecdotes about the authors and reve
lations from the critics. Students call him "engag
ing," "lovely" and "witty." 

And that's why he's just been selected as one of 
four outstanding professors on Campus to receive 
this year's AMOCO Good Teaching Award for distin
guished undergraduate teaching. He's also received 
a Fulbright grant for his sabbatical next year and 
will fill a Senior Lectureship in American Literature 
at the university at Nis, Yugoslavia. 

Porter, whose specialty is contemporary fiction, 
probably would have coined the phrase, "The un-
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examined life is not worth living" if Plato hadn't beat 
him to it. He uses literature to get at life. 

"I believe that through books we can learn about 
life and become better human beings," he says with 
the fervor of a born-again bibliophile. 

"Out of curiosity," says a former student who's 
now in law school, "I check to see what Professor 
Porter is teaching in h is novels class, and the list is 
always changing. His efforts to keep up with contem
porary literature , rather than rely on a stock list of 
books, bespeaks his desire to expose h is students to 
the finest in contemporary fiction." 

The books he taught last semester met his stan-



dards for good literature: they entertain and instruct. 
But they aren't his candidates for the greatest books 
since World War II (that' s the period called Con
temporary Literature) . Porter does, however, guar
antee that all of the novels will be provocative , re
warding and representative of recent American and 
English fiction. 

Only one of the dozen novels ever made it as a 
best-seller. It's hard to draw a line between popular 
a nd serious literature , Porter says. " But if you 're 
reading a book and wondering what 's going to hap
pen next , if all your attention is on the plot, you 
are probably reading a popular book." Don' t worry. 

Gil Porter's Summer Reading List 
The Invi81bht Man by Ralph EJlisOfI (Random House ") 
Lucky Jim by Kingsley Amis (Compass) 
Seturday Ntght.nd Sunday Morning by Alan Siltiloe (Signet) 
Thank You AU Vtty Much by Marga~ Drabble (Signet) 
1M Conf ... lons of" TUmeI by WiRiam Styron (Signet) 
SorrMttimn • Greet NotIon by Ken Kesey (Bantam) 
SfaughWrhou .... ,.. by Kurt Vonnegut (Dell) 
The Dead Father by Donald Bal1hetme (Pocket Book$) 
The Tenanta by Bernard Malamud (Pocke! Books) 
/I.. Month of Sundaya by John Updike (Fawoett-CIest) 
Ragtime by E. L. Doclotow (Banlam) 
HumbOtl 'a Gift by Saul Bellow (Comp&$$) 

' AJI the nove~ are avaihlble in papefbac;k. 

You won ' t be bored with "serious" literature. 
The plot of Slaughterhou se-Five goes something 

like this: Billy Pilgram, an optometrist, was in Dres
den, Germany, during the fIrebombing and revisits 
in memory that experience and then is kidnapped by 
a Tralfamadorian spaceship and displayed in a space 
zoo with a former Playmate of the Month, Montana 
Wildhack. 

But the plot is not the point. Slaughterhouse is a 
comic, anti-war novel. The best bit in it concerns a 
war movie shown backwards. (Imagine bombs being 
sucked backwards up into the planes' bomb bays, 
and the fighters returning to base - backwards, of 
course.) If you've never read an anti-war book, try 
this one. The novel also is an example of "black (or 
sick) humor" and a genre called "innovative fiction. " 

" But," says Porter, " I don't like it. My concept of 
fiction is order, liberal humanism and the civilized 
life," he says with a laugh that removes all pom
posity from the statement. 

Black (it has nothing to do with color) humorist 
authors believe that the world is totally absurd and 
that any fictional fonns are equally absurd. Their 
novels are parodies of novels, Porter says. 



"These writers are anti-intellectual and anti
artistic," he says, obviously not impressed with their 
"self-destructive view." Yet when author Donald 
Barthelme, whose works are placed in the "black 
humor" category, was on Campus, Porter invited 
him to class to talk with the students. Porter put B31'
thelme's The Dead Father on the reading list to take 
advantage of the author's presence. 

"Hazardously," says Porter, "I'll say that The Dead 
Father is a fable about an imaginative journey to 
bury a father who may be at once God, the family 
patriarch and the father of the country." He stops. 
Thinks. "And then , it may not be," he concludes. 

A good book is 

instructive, but entertaining. 

You won't be bored 

with 'serious' literature. 

One of the students in Porter's class this spring 
was Marquis Landrum, president of the First Na
tional Bank and Trust Company in Columbia, who 
got his undergraduate English degree at Yale and a 
law degree at Harvard. "Porter's class is one of the 
best I've ever had," he says. "He takes a positive 
view and always looks for a redeeming message. 
This is important because some of the writers at
tempt to tear down society. He won't let you take the 
easy way out and just accept their negative view." 

Porter believes that the absurdist \'/Titers show "in
telligence devoted to an unworthy end. Paradoxical
ly, the evidence of mea rung in life is that they \'/Tote 
the novels." 

These black humoris ts have "pretentions to some 
kind of metaphysical truth, but their visions are 
much too partial to be useful to m e as a humanist. 

" We have to keep asking the questions and find
ing the answers that enable us to live with human
ity," Porter says, reminding his class that he's inter
ested, not just in explaining or analyzing literature, 
but in learning from it "how to be a better human 
being." 

Some of the books on the list, his favorites, are 
"positive and celebrative of the possibilities of the 

iii /m ISSOURI aLUmrlJS 

human spirit." Porter calls Kesey, Bellow, Malamud 
and Ellison nco-transcendentalists. "They say, 'Yes, 
the world is absurd, but a great deal can be done and 
must be done if we are to remain humane and civil
ized people.' " 

You know Kesey. He wrote One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo's Nest, which was made into an Academy 
Award-winning movie. On Porter's list is Kesey's 
Sometimes a Great Notion, "one of the books in the 
last few years that attempts to affiTm the validity of 
heroism in an absurd world." 

Sometimes is an example of regional fiction and 
portrays realistically the lU'estyle and dialects of a 
northwest logging town. "This is a s tory of rugged 
individualism, very American and 19th Century in 
its message." 

In One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest Kesey's mes
sage was: a man is responsible for the quality of hi s 
life. " In that book/movie, McMurphy (played by Jack 
Nicholson) finds himself a strong man in a world of 
weak men. To transform them from vegetables into 
human beings will cost him his life. He gives his life 
fo r this purpose - to celebrate freedom, dignity, 
manhood and, of course, love," Porter says. "Kcsey 
is saying, 'This is what one owes one's fellow man.'" 

In Sometimes the hero ministers to the weak by the 
example he sets as an independent logger fighting 
the union. Fighting against impossible odds is "what 
one owes oneself," is Kesey's message. 

You can use literature to get inside someone else's 
skin, Porter believes. And so, h e put books about the 
black and female experience on the list. The Con
fessions of Nat Turner, The Invisible Man , The Ten
ants and Ragtime all tell how it was to be black in 
America at various points in our history. "But all 
these works have the artistic merit of transcending 
mere racial issues to confront what it m eans to be 
human," Porter says. 

Published in 1952 at a time of great racial strife in 
this country, Ellison's onlynovel(The Invisible Man) 
is the story ofa black youth's quest for identity in the 
1930's. He is invisible because people refuse to see 
him except as a category. The book provides, Por
ter says, insight into black history, showing the 
movements of blacks from the South to the North, 
from agrarian to urban lives and from academe into 
political power. 

Confessions also serves as an example of the his
torical novel. Almost sadly, Porter notes that "some 
people have a sense of greater authenticity if they 



know it [the historical incident on which the plot and 
characters are based) really happened. Perhaps they 
have a suspicion of the imaginative." This book of
fends some blacks because they do not believe that 
the author, a white man, really understands and por
trays cOlTectly the emotions and intent of slave insur
rection leader Nat Turner. 

The Tenants is a fable about two writers (one Jew
ish and one black) who are trying to complete novels 
in a condemned tenament building. The writers kill 
each other in racial conflict and a fight over a wom
an. But what is really sacrificed is m't: Both novels 
are destroyed. 

Ragtime, another historical novel and the only 
best-seller on the list, tells about one family's life at 
the turn of the century. Historical figures, including 
escape-artist Houdini, populate the cast of charac
ters and give in newsreel fashion the ambience of the 
period, including its racism. 

"I chose Thank You All Very Much because I 
wanted to teach a work that examines the real sub
stance of femininity, while remaining apolitical, apart 
from the women's movement in the United States," 
Porter explains. The main character is a young 
English woman, an .intellectual, who gets pregnant 
and comes to terms with her biological self. 

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning lets the 

Some contemporary novelists 

say life is absurd. 

Paradoxically, their novels 

are evidence of purpose. 

reader experience "the tedium and monotony of 
labor at mass-production and the weekend revelry 
that serves as a counterbalance," Porter says. This 
English novel fits into the category of the "working 
class or proletarian novel," an important genre in re
cent English fiction. The main character is a young 
man who can't see the opportunities available to him 
and perhaps wouldn't take advantage of them if he 
could see them because he "interprets advance
ment as joining the enemy, management," Porter 
says. "Man saying 'No' to the establishment seems 

You can use literature 

to understand, to get inside 

someone else's skin, 

Porter believes. 

an infantile gesture in an adult." 
For a look at the academic novel and typical Eng

lish humor, try Lucky Jim, Porter advises. "This 
kindly satire tells about Jim, a history professor in 
the lower echelons in the professorial ranks who is 
pressured to do all the things instructors must do to 
get promotion and tenure. He leaves academe with 
a new job, a new girl and the ability to laugh at all 
the symbols of fatuousness." 

A Month of Sundays concerns "an Episcopal 
minister who has 'misbehaved' with several female 
parishioners and is sent to a 'rest home' to get his soul 
ill order. As therapy, he must write every morning, 
so he chooses to write a journal to the nurse Miss 
Prynne (remember Hester in The Scarlet Letter?). 

"Updike is an enigma. He is an enonnous talent 
with nothing to say. Very few writers have his skill 
with the image. But the book exasperates with its 
failure to satisfy our expectations," Porter says, 
challenging his students to find the message. 

Don't miss Humbolt's Gift by Nobel prize winner 
Saul Bellow, cautions Porter, who has written a book 
on Bellow's artistry and humanity. 

The novel is an example of urban, intellectual in
trospective humor. "Bellow tells what it means to be 
an intellectual and an artist in America amidst all 
kinds of commercial madness," Porter says. "And 
it will provoke you to think about the quest for mean
ing in contemporary life." 

And to Porter, meaning is the reason for fiction. 
"The liberal arts feed our hearts," Porter says, quot
ing Malamud. Porter says the line lightly, as if 
aware that the sentiments are a bit flowery. But 
there is an underlying intensity in his voice. He be
lieves in literature as the path of enlightenment to a 
greater understanding of life. 

That's more than we usually expect to get out of 
our summer vacations. Bon voyage and good read
ing! D 
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