
 

 

Humorist, cartoonist, writer, playwright. James 

Thurber was to the twentieth century what Mark 

Twain was to the nineteenth. At one point, his 

books were the most read of any American in the 

world. His work could be found anywhere—from 

the pages of The New Yorker to the pages of 

children’s books, from illustrated advertisements 

to tea towels and dresses. Now, in celebration of 

the 125th anniversary of Thurber’s birth, A Mile 

and a Half of Lines: The Art of James Thurber is a 

long overdue introduction and reintroduction to 

James Thurber and the artwork that 

fundamentally changed American cartoons.  

 

Including some 260 drawings, this collection is the 

first comprehensive focus on his work as an artist, 

a cartoonist, and an illustrator. With commentary 

from a host of preeminent cartoonists and writers, 

including Ian Frazier, Seymour Chwast, and 

Michael Maslin, A Mile and a Half of Lines celebrates 

the significance of Thurber’s spontaneous, unstudied, 

and novel drawing style that not only altered the 

nature of American cartooning but also expanded 

the very possibilities of an illustrated line. Coinciding with the first major retrospective 

of Thurber’s art presented by the Columbus Museum of Art in 2019, A Mile and a Half  

of Lines showcases both classic Thurber as well as visual material never before seen  

in print. 

 

 
 

Book Details 
 

A Mile and a Half of Lines: The Art of James Thurber by Michael J. Rosen with 

contributions from Ian Frazier, Seymour Chwast, Liza Donnelly, Michael Maslin, and 

Rosemary Thurber.  

Trillium, an imprint of The Ohio State University Press, 2019. ISBN: 9780814214008.  

242 pages.  

ohiostatepress.org/books/titles/9780814214008.html 

 

About the Book 

A Mile and a Half of Lines:  

The Art of James Thurber 

By Michael J. Rosen  

 

A Choose to 

Read Ohio 

Toolkit 

Use this toolkit to 

plan book   

discussion groups 

or library programs. 

 

Meet Ohio author 

Michael J. Rosen 

and his subject,  

author, humorist,  

cartoonist, and  

Ohioan  

James Thurber. 

 

Select from a range 

of discussion  

questions to  

deepen the  

experience of 

reading A Mile and 

a Half of Lines. 

 

Discover websites, 

library and museum 

collections, articles, 

and organizations 

to explore topics 

and themes in 

depth.  

Permission to use book jacket image and  

book description granted by  

The Ohio State University Press. 

https://ohiostatepress.org/books/titles/9780814214008.html


Choose to Read Ohio 

About the Author 
 

Michael J. Rosen is a writer, an illustrator, and an editor who has collaborated 

with the Thurber Estate and written about the works of James Thurber for 

almost forty years. He was the founding literary director of the Thurber House, a 

cultural center in James Thurber’s restored boyhood home in Columbus. He 

has edited six volumes of Thurber’s work.   

 

Michael J. Rosen has created more than 150 books over his forty-year career. 

His books for young readers range from Chanukah Lights, a poetic 

collaboration with pop-up master Robert Sabuda (Candlewick) to Our Farm: 

Four Seasons with Five Kids on One Family’s Farm (Darby Creek/Lerner), the 

story of an Ohio farm family that he photo-chronicled and supplemented with 

sidebars of local and natural history. Our Farm was a 2013 & 2014 Choose to 

Read Ohio selection. Many of his books engage his degree in zoology, 

medical-school training, and his passion for nature and the creatures who 

share this world.  

 

For over two decades Michael J. Rosen has lived on a farm in the foothills of 

Appalachia, just east of Columbus. 

 

 

Author Resources 
 
Michael J. Rosen’s website 

michaeljrosen.com 

 
“Humor at first sight” as James Thurber’s art is celebrated for his 125th birthday 

www.loa.org/news-and-views/1576-humor-at-first-sight-as-james-thurbers-art-is-

celebrated-for-his-125th-birthday 

Library of America interview with Michael J. Rosen. 

 
Q&A: Collection of Thurber fables shows continued relevance of Columbus 

humorist’s work 

www.dispatch.com/entertainmentlife/20190610/qampa--collection-of-thurber-

fables-shows-continued-relevance-of-columbus-humorists-work 

Columbus Dispatch interview with Michael J. Rosen; also includes an episode 

of the Dispatch’s lifestyle podcast, “Life in the 614,” featuring an interview with 

Rosen. Audio, 22 minutes. 

 
Book Notes: Michael J. Rosen 

www.ohiochannel.org/video/book-notes-michael-j-rosen 

Ohio Channel interview from 2015 featuring Rosen discussing his writing 

process, inspiration, and the impact of living and writing in Ohio. He also reads 

from his poetry and prose. Video, 18 minutes. 

 

 

For publicity and speaking engagement inquiries: 

Contact Samara Rafert at The Ohio State University Press, rafert.1@osu.edu or 

614-292-4713. 

Permission to use photo and author 

biography granted by The Ohio State 

University Press.  

Additional biographical information 

courtesy Ohioana Library. 

“Thurber  

frequently 

balked at the 

idea of being a 

serious artist.  

He never studied 

art or even  

imagined  

that what he was 

doing would  

ever be  

considered ‘art.’ 

Drawing for him 

was child’s play 

that simply 

evolved into 

‘adult’s play.’” 

https://michaeljrosen.com/
https://www.loa.org/news-and-views/1576-humor-at-first-sight-as-james-thurbers-art-is-celebrated-for-his-125th-birthday
https://www.loa.org/news-and-views/1576-humor-at-first-sight-as-james-thurbers-art-is-celebrated-for-his-125th-birthday
https://www.dispatch.com/entertainmentlife/20190610/qampa--collection-of-thurber-fables-shows-continued-relevance-of-columbus-humorists-work
https://www.dispatch.com/entertainmentlife/20190610/qampa--collection-of-thurber-fables-shows-continued-relevance-of-columbus-humorists-work
https://www.ohiochannel.org/video/book-notes-michael-j-rosen
mailto:rafert.1@osu.edu


 library.ohio.gov/ctro 

Talk About It  
Topics to share when discussing A Mile and a Half of Lines. 

 

• How familiar were you with James Thurber’s artwork before reading this book? How familiar are you with 

his writing? If you have a favorite, share a summary of your favorite Thurber story or essay. If you do not, 

check out the complete Thurber bibliography on pages 221-223! 

• Thurber had a great regard for animals, particularly dogs. As quoted in the book, Thurber wrote that 

“[a]bstract reasoning...has not benefited Man so much as instinct has benefited the lower    

animals” (p. 8). Michael J. Rosen adds that Thurber’s writings “frequently allude to humankind’s 

overthinking, conceitedness, and other fumbling, ill-fitted behaviors—particularly evident in contrast to 

the exquisite suitability, efficiency, and balance achieved by other creatures” (p.129). What do you 

think of this comparison between the animals and humans? Are animals better suited to peaceable life 

on earth? What do our companion animals teach us about living harmoniously? 

• Liza Donnelly and Rosemary Thurber address the apparent stereotyping of women in Thurber’s art (see 

pp. 172-175). What do you think of Thurber’s recurrent theme of conflict between women and men and 

his depictions of marriage and relationships? 

• Rosen describes Thurber’s drawing as “idling” (p. 46): a way to release energy and take a break, 

among other things. What habits or practices do you use to work off excess energy, refocus, or get past 

mental roadblocks? 

• In “The Lady on the Bookcase,” Thurber cites the fictional yet relatable “theory of the Deliberate 

Accident or Conditioned Mistake” (p. 114). Can you think of and share any examples of similar 

“accidental-on-purpose” behavior from fiction or your own life?  

• Overall, what do you think of Thurber’s “half-kidding” (p. 109) classification of his drawings? Were you to 

“cut [his] drawings out and push them around on the floor” (p. 117), what categories would you place 

them in? 

• Select and discuss a drawing in the book that you find especially striking. What do you most admire 

about it and why? 

 

 

Go Further 
Ideas for extending the experience of reading A Mile and a Half of Lines.  

 

Ohio Memory is a statewide digital library created by the Ohio History Connection and the State Library of 

Ohio. A search for James Thurber on the Ohio Memory website reveals a wealth of historical materials 

including digitized newspapers, photographs, and publicity scrapbooks compiled by the Ohioana Library. 

Browse and find some Thurber-related treasures here: ohiomemory.org. 

 

The deterioration of Thurber’s eyesight is recorded in grim, compelling detail in A Mile and a Half of Lines. 

The National Federation of the Blind (NFB) is the oldest and largest advocacy organization for blind 

Americans. Learn about the programs and services of the NFB: nfb.org. Other organizations supporting 

people with blindness or visual impairment include the American Council of the Blind (www.acb.org) and 

the American Foundation for the Blind (www.afb.org), among others. If you or a family member are blind or 

print disabled, you or they are eligible for free library service through the State Library of Ohio Talking Book 

Program. Learn more: library.ohio.gov/using-the-library/services-for-the-blind or call 1-800-686-1531 (Ohio 

only) or 1-614-644-6895.  

 

   More on the next page! 

https://ohiomemory.org/
https://nfb.org
https://www.acb.org/
https://www.afb.org/
https://library.ohio.gov/using-the-library/services-for-the-blind/


Choose to Read Ohio,  

a project of the State  

Library of Ohio, the  

Ohioana Library  

Association, and the 

Ohio Center for the 

Book, encourages  

public libraries, schools, 

families, and others to 

build a community of 

readers and an  

appreciation of Ohio 

authors, illustrators, and 

literature. CTRO is 

adaptable for use in 

classrooms,  

libraries, bookstores,  

by book discussion 

groups, families, and 

other community 

groups.   

 

Explore Choose to Read 

Ohio resources & 

toolkits:  

library.ohio.gov/ctro. 

 

This toolkit revised  

July 2021. 

Choose to Read Ohio 

Go Further (continued) 
 

Thurber had many cartoons published in The New Yorker, and doodled more on the 

walls of the magazine’s office! A Mile and a Half of Lines contributors Liza Donnelly 

and Michael Maslin are also New Yorker cartoonists. Visit your local library to check 

out or request one of the many published New Yorker cartoon collections. Also enjoy 

the cartoons from the current issue on The New Yorker website: 

www.newyorker.com/humor. 

 
Research the history of American humor writing and cartoon art using online 

resources available to all Ohio residents through the Ohio Web Library 

(www.ohioweblibrary.org).  

 

 

Explore More 

Additional ideas and resources to use with A Mile and a Half of Lines. 

 
Designing Your Grandfather’s Book (When He’s James Thurber) 

Sara T. Sauers on Honoring the Family Aesthetic 

lithub.com/designing-your-grandfathers-book-when-hes-james-thurber/ 

An insider’s account of the creation of A Mile and a Half of Lines by its designer. Sara 

Thurber Sauers, a book designer and letterpress printer who teaches at the University 

of Iowa Center for the Book, is also James Thurber’s granddaughter. 

 
‘A Mile and a Half of Lines: The Art of James Thurber’ 

www.ohiomagazine.com/arts/article/a-mile-and-a-half-of-lines-the-art-of-james-thurber 

This article from Ohio Magazine profiles the 2019 Columbus Museum of Art exhibition 

that examined how Thurber changed the face of American cartooning during the 

first half of the 20th century. The exhibit was guest curated by Michael J. Rosen. 

 
Thurber House 

www.thurberhouse.org 

Located in James Thurber’s Columbus home, Thurber House is a nonprofit literary  

arts center, museum, historic landmark, and educational facility. The website 

describes in-person and online programs and workshops and the on-site Thurber 

House Museum.  If you can’t visit the museum in person, take a narrative tour:  

www.thurberhouse.org/about-thurber-house 

 
The Thurber Prize for American Humor 

www.thurberhouse.org/thurber-prize-for-american-humor 

This Ohio-based book award recognizes excellence in American humor writing. 

Browse current and past winners and finalists and watch a recording of the latest 

award ceremony on the website, hosted by Thurber House. 

 
The Ohio State University Libraries: Billy Ireland Cartoon Library & Museum 

cartoons.osu.edu 

If cartoons and comic art interest you, get to know the Billy Ireland Cartoon Library  

& Museum at The Ohio State University.  The website offers searchable digital 

collections to explore (cartoons.osu.edu/collections) and an extensive behind-the-

scenes video tour (cartoons.osu.edu/about-us). When in Columbus, visit the 

museum’s galleries to view current exhibitions (cartoons.osu.edu/exhibits).  

274 East First Avenue. Columbus, Ohio 43201-3692 

(614) 644-6910    library.ohio.gov 
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