
SEALED WITH A KISS: EPISTOLARY LITERATURE

EDITORIALIST ASSIGNMENT

“[I]t is by conventional compasses that we navigate this world. 
Convention allows us to rub together without galling one another. 

Convention is, when you think of it, how we live.”

—Barton Wilkes, Letter to James Kincaid and Percival Everett, 27 February 2003

“I can’t tell if you [Barton] are colorful, uninhibited, witty, or sociopathic.”

—Martin Snell, Letter to Barton Wilkes, 28 March 2003

We’ve been talking about comic letters. In particular, we’ve been thinking about satiric letters that could (at first 
blush) be taken a straightforward, serious ones, as well as outright humorous letters that are so ridiculous no one 
would possibly take them at face value. On the spectrum of comedy, here are other potential approaches as well: 
ironic letters, sardonic letters, sarcastic letters, and letters of the absurd (i.e., ones that truly don’t even follow the 
form of “letter”). At its most basic, what perhaps makes a comic letter comedic is that form does not follow function: 
the business letter slips into a personal tirade or irrelevant tangent; the love letter is filled with un-sexy or un-loving 
references (I mean with a name like “Septic”); the interoffice memo consists of an epithet and not much else. 

In the instances we’ve been examining, it’s also a fair generalization to say that part of the comedy is the public 
nature of these humorous letters: even “private” letters (of love, of revenge) are consumed by an eager readership 
looking to laugh, whether that audience is a group of novel-readers or whether it’s a contingent shaped by an 
editor who chooses to create comedy out of what was once intended as a serious letter (e.g., Elvis writing to Nixon). 
Without that all-important audience—that laugh track, if you will—the comic letter just wouldn’t be all that funny. 
(It’s like that old saw about whether a sound is made when a tree falls in the woods and no one is there to hear it. Is a 
comic letter humorous if there’s no readership there to laugh at it?)

For this assignment, then, I want you to follow up on two threads of this discussion. First, I want you to write a 
straight-up “Editorialist Letter” in which you write “to the Man” or “to the Woman” about a serious topic of public 
concern. Your recipient may be any public figure you wish: a politician, an academic, a C.E.O. of a company, an 
actor, a director, an artist, a newspaper editor, an author, a scientist, a famous chef, etc. The only requirements 
are, first, that the figure truly be a public one—a person recognizable to people outside of your own circle of family 
and friends—and that the topic you write about be one that has something to do with the American nation state. 
In other words, an “infamous” friend—no matter how “infamous” on our small little campus—does not count as 
a “public figure,” and writing a letter to a newspaper editor about wishing you had a robot that could clean your 
dorm room does not count as a “serious topic of public concern.” You may write on politics (say, Barack Obama’s 
Afghan policies), popular culture (say, Jamie Oliver’s campaign to end childhood obesity called “Food Revolution”), 
religion (say, whether women are allowed to be ministers in certain Christian denominations), consumerism (say, an 
oil company’s refusal to fund research on alternate forms of energy, such as solar or wind), art (say, a controversial 
exhibit at the MOMA of Marina Abramovic’s performance art), or other socially minded topics. Please, however, do 
not wallow in the mundane, the banal, or the trivial: for example, no letters to Uma Thurman on her “public makeup 
malfunction” (I’m quoting an actual article from Yahoo.com posted just this week). 
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Attached to this assignment are two examples of what I mean by writing a straight-up letter. The first is the most 
oft-cited letter to an American editor ever penned and that editor’s response in which a young girl named Virginia 
asks if there’s a Santa Claus. (Note that another example of a famous letter to an editor, included in Letters of a Nation, 
is Abraham Lincoln’s letter to Horace Greeley, editor of the New York Tribune.) The second is the initial letter Albert 
Einstein wrote to FDR in 1939 (he eventually wrote three more). This letter is usually credited with first articulating 
what would become the beginning of the arms race. (Obviously, we have a few examples of letters to American 
Presidents in our Carroll anthology as well.)

Once you’ve written your “straight” letter, I then want you to write a “slant” one—to the same recipient and, at least 
in part, on the same topic.

In other words, just as we did in class when I had you write in the manner of Lazlo Toth by creating a satiric voice 
for a Mr. Bubble public relations employee—and just as we’ve seen in numerous cases of Davids hurling their pebbles 
at various corporate and governmental Goliaths in Letters of a Nation as well as A History of the African-American People 
[Proposed], I want you to write a second editorialist letter where form does not fit function. And even though I ask 
that you somehow incorporate the same topic in your slant letter, you may also go far afield—as Barton does when 
he rambles on about playing doctor as a child or as Juniper does when he goes on a long tangent about his favorite 
literary character Humbert Humbert (ack!). What’s important, however, is that you control your slant letter. Don’t 
go stream-of-conscious without having a rhetorical reason for doing so—without it fitting the humor you’re trying 
to evoke. True humor isn’t random (indeed, true randomness quickly gets old). Mordant comedy is most successful 
when a writer keeps hold of the ethos of his or her comic voice and is consistent in how s/he is going for laughs. 
Today in class we’ll spend time talking more specifically about how writers create comic voice, and I’ve attached yet 
another example to this assignment sheet—this one from a brilliant Canadian novel called Overqualified.

THE ASSIGNMENT

It should be obvious, but please write two editorialist letters: one straight, one slant. Write these letters to the same 
individual. Follow standard letter format for the kind of letter you’re writing (most if not all of you will be writing 
business letters, I imagine), and make sure that your letters are at least two single-spaced pages long (i.e., four 
single-spaced pages total). 

Importantly, before you write your letters, make sure you’ve done your homework. As we’ve seen the past couple 
of weeks, good humor isn’t loosey-goosey: it’s pointed, detailed, and descriptive. The same is true for serious 
editorialist writing as well: the more you show your letter-writer that you know what you’re talking about, the more 
credible you seem. No need to cite your sources in MLA style, but, obviously, please don’t plagiarize (i.e., put data, 
dates, and other information in your own words or when you quote someone else, attribute the quotation to him or 
her).

Finally, please mail your straight letter. I’m hoping that some (or all!) of you will receive a response and that you’ll 
be able to share that response with the class at the end of the term. We can discuss, as a class, what we might want to 
do with our slant letters…perhaps put up a “Wall of Shame and Blame” somewhere?

THE SPECS

These two letters should be typed, single-spaced, proofread, spell-checked, and use a formal epistolary style. As 
stated above, each letter should be approximately two single-spaced pages.


