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Annotation: This study explores the use of humor and humorous imagery in Miss Billy by
Eleanor H. Porter. It examines how Porter employs comedic elements, character contrast, and
social-domestic settings to enrich narrative, convey moral values, and shape readers’ emotional
involvement. The analysis highlights the novel’s strengths — its vivid characterizations,
effective humor, and social-class representation — while also addressing potential weaknesses,
such as the protagonist’s inconsistent emotional decisions.
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Аннотация: В данном исследовании рассматривается использование юмора и
юмористических образов в романе Элеонор Х. Портер «Мисс Билли». Анализируется, как
Портер применяет комические элементы, контраст характеров и социально-бытовые
ситуации для обогащения повествования, передачи моральных ценностей и формирования
эмоционального восприятия читателя. В работе подчеркиваются сильные стороны романа
— яркие характеристики персонажей, эффективный юмор и отражение социального
положения, — а также рассматриваются возможные недостатки, такие как
непоследовательность эмоциональных решений главной героини.
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INTRODUCTION

Eleanor H. Porter (1868–1920) was an American novelist initially trained as a singer at the New
England Conservatory before turning to literature1. Her early writing career included short
stories and, beginning in 1907, full-length novels2. Among her works, Miss Billy (1911) stands

1 Eleanor H. Porter - Wikipedia https://share.google/disexuB97q52Xnecf

2 Eleanor H. Porter - Wikipedia https://share.google/disexuB97q52Xnecf
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out as her first major success, reflecting social ideals and personal transformation through the life
of an orphaned young woman.

In Miss Billy, Porter narrates the story of Billy Neilson, an eighteen-year-old orphan who seeks a
new home with the acquaintance of her late father. Her decision to live with the bachelor
brothers Henshaw disrupts their quiet, male-dominated household and sets off a chain of events
transforming both Billy and the Henshaw family.

This introduction sets the stage for analyzing how humor and humorous imagery function in the
novel — not only as entertainment, but also as tools for character development, social
commentary, and thematic depth.

Eleanor Emily Hodgman Porter was born on December 19, 1868, in Littleton, New Hampshire,
to Llewella French and Francis Fletcher Hodgman. She studied for several years at the New
England Conservatory and became known as a singer. In 1892, she married John Lyman Porter
and moved to Massachusetts, after which she began writing and publishing short stories and later
novels. Porter died on May 21, 1920, in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and was buried in Mount
Auburn Cemetery.

Porter primarily wrote children’s literature, adventure stories, and romantic fiction. Her most
famous novel is Pollyanna (1913), followed by its sequel Pollyanna Grows Up (1915). Hodgman
studied vocal music at the New England Conservatory in Boston. She earned local recognition as
a singer in concerts and church choirs and continued performing after her marriage. By 1901, she
gave up music and turned fully to writing. Her stories began appearing in well-known magazines
and newspapers, and in 1907 she published her first novel, Cross Currents. This was followed by
The Turn of the Tide (1908); The Story of Marco (1911); and her first major success, Miss Billy
(1911), later continued in Miss Billy’s Decision (1912).3

When reading Miss Billy, we can sense the author’s tremendous effort and craftsmanship. This is
evident through several strong aspects of the novel that make it engaging, readable, and easy to
analyze. The writer skillfully presents both the strengths and weaknesses of the story while
revealing its central themes.

The first theme revolves around an unusual girl with a boyish name—Billy—and how this
peculiarity brings her into the Henshaw family. Billy struggles to build her own life, maintain her
independence, and avoid causing trouble for the Henshaws. This experience eventually helps her
grow into a mature young woman who finds her place in life.

As with most novels, Miss Billy also contains an element of romance, which appears toward the
end of the story. However, the novel is not about love itself; rather, romantic interest arises when
Billy grows up and one of the Henshaw brothers proposes to her. This keeps readers in
suspense—wondering whom Billy will choose, whether she will marry, and how the story will
conclude. One of the strengths of the book is Porter’s simple, direct language and her delicate
use of humor.

3 Eleanor Hodgman Porter | American Author of Pollyanna & Beyond | Biography | Britannica
https://share.google/dbWglLlnJBYYKE8e9
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Miss Billy is a delightful novel by Eleanor Porter. Billy becomes an orphan at eighteen. With no
living relatives, yet longing for a family, she writes to one of her father’s college friends—after
whom she was named. His name is William (Billy) Henshaw, who lives with his two brothers,
Cyril and Bertram (together with Pete, the handyman, and Dong Ling, the cook). In her letter,
she expresses her hopes, excitement, and desire to live with the Henshaws in Boston.

The first part of the novel describes how Miss Billy enters the lives of these three men and
transforms their household. She brings life and excitement, making their home feel like her own.
The second part focuses more on Billy herself. After a major misunderstanding, Billy moves
away to attend college. Later, she leaves for a tour of Europe to distance herself from the
Henshaw brothers. The third part centers on Billy at age twenty-one or twenty-two, when she
returns to Boston and buys her own home. This final section focuses on her romantic life.

Strengths of the Novel “Miss Billy”

1. The Sense of Humor

Dictionary.com defines humor as the literary quality that makes characters or situations amusing.
In this novel, the author displays another side of romantic fiction—not poetic or overly
sentimental language, but humor that enhances the reading experience and reveals the writer’s
wit. Porter uses humor not only in the portrayal of the protagonist but also in the depiction of
supporting characters like Pete and Dong Ling. In the novel, humor serves as a medium for
conveying information and messages. It allows the reader to relax and enjoy the story.

Example:“Home—home!” chattered William. “Do you think we five men can bring up a
distractingly pretty eighteen-year-old girl with curly cheeks and pink hair?”

-“With wha-at?”

-“No, no. I mean curly hair and pink cheeks. Bertram, do be sensible,” begged the man. “This is
serious!”4

2. Vivid Character Description

Another strength of the novel is the author’s skillful characterization. Porter vividly describes
each of the Henshaw brothers. She also provides readers with a fresh perspective on Billy. At
first, one might expect Billy to be tomboyish due to her name, but despite carrying an unusual
name, she is revealed to be a lovely, sensitive eighteen-year-old girl—quite unlike the stereotype
her name suggests.

“First: stratum number one, the top floor; that's Cyril's, you know. They'd note the bare floors,
the sparse but heavy furniture, the piano, the violin, the flute, the book-lined walls, and the
absence of every sort of curtain, cushion, or knickknack. ‘Here lived a plain man,’ they'd say; ‘a
scholar, a musician, stern, unloved and unloving; a monk.5

4 Porter, Eleanor H., "Miss Billy", Grosset&Dunlap, New York, - 1911. - P.23

5 Porter, Eleanor H., "Miss Billy", Grosset&Dunlap, New York, - 1911. - P.6
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“Cyril, thirty years old now, dignified, reserved, averse to cats, dogs, women, and confusion, had
early taken himself and his music to the peace and exclusiveness of the fourth floor.”6

3. Social Class and Domestic Setting

The novel highlights the lifestyle and social status of the Henshaw family. Their well-furnished
home, structured routines, and household staff (Pete and Dong Ling) contribute to understanding
their social position. The theme of social class is subtly presented through descriptions of the
household and its atmosphere.

4. Romance

Like many romantic novels, Miss Billy includes elements of love. These can be observed in the
relationships between Billy, Hugh Calderwell, William, Cyril, and Bertram. The author uses
simple, direct language to portray romantic moments. Porter ensures that the reader remains
engaged and does not grow tired of the romantic plotlines. The romantic aspects of the story are
treated seriously, reflecting the maturity expected in relationships. The novel also suggests that a
man should be brave enough to express his feelings.

“Because I don't want you for a friend, or a sister, or anything else that's related,” stormed
Bertram, with sudden vehemence. “I don't want you for anything but—a wife! Billy, WON'T
you marry me?”7

Moral Values

Despite being from a Western cultural background, Porter emphasizes characters who behave
with decorum and moral integrity. Although Western lifestyles differ from those in the East, the
characters in the novel demonstrate politeness and respect in their interactions.

For example, William helps Billy at the station, even though they do not know each other yet:

“I beg your pardon,” he said kindly, lifting his hat, “but I notice that you have been waiting here
some time. Perhaps there is something I can do for you.”

“Oh, thank you, sir! There IS something you can do for me, if you will be so kind. You see, I
can't leave this place, I'm so afraid he'll come and I'll miss him. But—I think there's some
mistake. Could you telephone for me?”8

The characters also demonstrate appropriate behavior in social situations. For instance, although
Billy lives in a house with several men, the author ensures propriety by including Aunt Kate and
Aunt Hannah as chaperones. This maintains moral and social norms.

Weakness of the Novel: Billy’s Inconsistency

6 Porter, Eleanor H., "Miss Billy", Grosset&Dunlap, New York, - 1911. - P. 7.

7 Porter, Eleanor H., "Miss Billy", Grosset&Dunlap, New York, - 1911. - P. 106.

8 Porter, Eleanor H., "Miss Billy", Grosset&Dunlap, New York, - 1911. - B. 21.
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One of the weaker aspects of the novel is the inconsistency in Billy’s character. Porter portrays
Billy as charming, attractive, and captivating—qualities that impress many men. However,
Billy’s indecisiveness in important matters, especially regarding romantic choices, creates a
contradiction in her character. From the beginning to the middle of the story, Billy remains
strong-willed and determined. Yet by the end, she becomes uncertain and easily influenced.

Her inconsistency arises from the emotional turmoil she experiences. Readers may feel frustrated
by Billy’s hesitation when choosing her future partner. This seems to be the author’s deliberate
choice to fit traditional romantic plot expectations—that a young woman, once in love, will
ultimately choose one of the Henshaw brothers.

Billy’s indecisiveness initially evokes sympathy, but by the end, it risks diminishing her earlier
strong portrayal.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that Miss Billy effectively uses humor, character contrast, and
domestic/social settings to create an engaging narrative that appeals to readers emotionally and
morally. The humorous episodes lighten the tone and make the novel more accessible and
enjoyable, while the well-drawn characters and social context add depth and realism. Though
some critics may point out flaws — for example, the heroine’s indecisiveness towards the end —
the novel remains a compelling example of early 20th-century American romantic fiction that
balances entertainment with moral and social reflection. In sum, Porter’s use of humor and
imagery in Miss Billy contributes significantly to the novel’s enduring appeal and its capacity to
communicate both personal and societal values.
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