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After the September 11 disaster, even before The Onion and others in the comedy business began making jokes, people used allusions to children’s literature as a way to talk about what to many was “unspeakable”. A parody of Dr. Seuss’s “The Grinch Who Stole Christmas” was circulated on the internet; a CNN announcer described Osama Bin Laden as the Where’s Waldo of world terrorism; a former advisers for President Reagan warned that trying to set up a government in Afghanistan would be entering Tar Baby City; and Tommie Thompson assured interviewers that while he was optimistic, he wasn’t Pollyannaish. 

Roger Rosenblatt in TIME magazine’s special issue made the best allusion when he compared the event to Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Most Incredible Thing”. In this old fairy tale where the princes of the land is promised to whatever man can do the most incredible thing, the contest appears to be won by an artisan who had built a clock that at the striking of each hour gave a marvellous performance. But just at the moment he was to be proclaimed the winner, “a tall, bony, powerful fellow bawled out, ‘No! Leave it to me, I am the man to do the most incredible thing’, and then he swung his ax at the craftsman’s clock. Crack, crash, smash! There lay the whole thing. Here rolled the wheels, and there flew the hairsprings. I was wrecked and ruined. ‘I did that’, said the lout. ‘My work beat his, and bowled you over, all in one stroke. I have done the most incredible thing.’” At first it appears that lout has indeed won, but since this is a fairy tale for children of course his victory cannot last, and in the end the lout is defeated and all is righted. My thesis is that unlike gallows humor, which acknowledges the horror but laughs anyway, light-hearted allusions to children’s literature soften the horror with a veneer of innocence and an implied promise of a happy ending.

