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   praise for 
THE HAUNTED WOOD

   ‘One of the best surveys of children’s literature I’ve read. It takes a particular sort of sensibility to look at children’s literature with all the informed knowledge of a lifetime’s reading of “proper” books, and neither patronise (terribly good for a children’s book) nor solemnly over-praise. Sam Leith hits the right spot again and again. The Haunted Wood is a marvel, and I hope it becomes a standard text for anyone interested in literature of any sort.’

   PHILIP PULLMAN

   ‘Profoundly erudite and gloriously entertaining, this is the most purely enjoyable literary history I have ever read.’ 

   TOM HOLLAND 

   ‘A wonderful book that rediscovers the magic of childhood reading and explores the complexity of some of our best loved authors.’ 

   NINA STIBBE

   ‘Sam Leith has been encyclopaedic and forensic in this journey through children’s books. It’s a joy for anyone who cares or wonders why we have children’s literature.’ 

   MICHAEL ROSEN

   ‘Seriously delightful, and delightfully serious… all of us who love to read started here, and Sam Leith does a wonderful job of reminding us how and why it happened.’ 

   LEE CHILD

   ‘Scholarly but wholly accessible and written with such love, The Haunted Wood is an utter joy.’ 

   LUCY MANGAN

   ‘A gorgeous, loving and, most of all, learned guide to the stories that make us who we are.’ 

   HADLEY FREEMAN

   ‘How children imagine the world and how the world imagines children are questions of perennial interest. The process by which “children’s literature” came to be a distinct phenomenon is central to understanding the issues; and here is an exuberant, very wide-ranging, irrepressibly funny, consistently insightful survey of that story, as much a delight to read as the best of its subject matter.’

   ROWAN WILLIAMS

   ‘A history as beguiling, peculiar and immersive as the field it describes – and the alluring, creepy woods into which it leads us, never to return…’ 

   LEMONY SNICKET

   ‘From Wordsworth to Wonderland, and the Hundred Acre Wood to Hogwarts, Sam Leith’s history of children’s literature is as surprising and playful as the stories themselves. Written in punchy, energetic prose, this isn’t only a set of love letters to the authors who have shaped generations of readers. It’s a reminder that their books continue to be little time machines that can transport even the most jaded of adults back to the imaginative world of childhood.’ 

   ROBERT DOUGLAS-FAIRHURST
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   James Leith (1946–2022)
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   Faces along the bar
Cling to their average day:
The lights must never go out,
The music must always play,
All the conventions conspire
To make this fort assume
The furniture of home;
Lest we should see where we are,
Lost in a haunted wood,
Children afraid of the night
Who have never been happy or good

   w.h. auden, 
‘september 1, 1939’

  

 
  
   A Note on the Text

   Children’s books are, like children, unruly things. Eccentric or transatlantic spellings and quirky punctuation have been kept as far as possible, faithful to the edition under discussion. The odd particularly extravagant outburst of random early-modern italics and capitalisations (looking at you, John Newbery) are per the originals, too.

   As for Peter Pan, the tangled publication history through which he came into our imaginarium – book section; play; novella; novel; revised and retitled novel, and so on – means keeping the title of the works in which he appears straight is about as easy as ruling on how to spell Neverland. That’s the devil in Peter. The fullest prose version – Peter and Wendy, later Peter Pan and Wendy – now mostly goes by Peter Pan.

  

 
  
   
Prologue

   Just So
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   My father grew up in Africa. He loved Rudyard Kipling, and the Just So stories especially. On his shelves there was a handsome uniform edition of Kipling’s works, with dark burgundy dust jackets. My father was an actor, for a while – and when he read to me from Kipling you could hear something of the actor he had been in his voice. He relished the cadences of those stories.

   Was he remembering his childhood, his own father reading to him in 1950s Johannesburg, or the landscape of Africa, while in 1980s Surrey he invoked ‘the great grey-green greasy Limpopo River, all set about with fever trees’ or described Yellow-Dog Dingo’s skittering pursuit through the bush? Was he remembering being playfully so cautioned, himself, when in ‘How the Whale Got His Throat’ he admonished his small audience: ‘You must not forget the suspenders, Best Beloved.’

   ‘Best Beloved.’ The phrase that describes how every child, wrapped in a story read by a parent, will feel in that moment. It is handed down: generation to generation. My father to me. His father to him. Somewhere, far behind that, is Rudyard Kipling – not a figure in the late-Victorian literary firmament, but a man, miles from the place of his birth, reading fondly to his daughter.

   We pass these stories, hand over hand, voice to voice, as stories have always been passed. Each generation reads the old ones and finds new ones that will in turn be passed on. As a child, I was read The Tiger Who Came to Tea, Mog the Forgetful Cat, Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, Dogger, Burglar Bill, Green Eggs and Ham, Burnie’s Hill. I read those same books to my own children. They in turn added to our family canon the works of Julia Donaldson and Jon Klassen, the Harry Potter series and Diary of a Wimpy Kid, S.F. Said’s Varjak Paw books, Piers Torday’s Last Wild series, Katherine Rundell’s The Wolf Wilder. Will they read some of those books to their own children? I hope so.

   I still cherish the photograph I took of my son, then aged four, sitting with Judith Kerr, then aged ninety-four, at her home in Barnes. (I went to interview her, and the childcare fell through.) Judith’s gone now, but Mog and that hungry tiger are still with us – and will be for many decades to come.

   Martin Amis, a writer I revere, once said something uncharacteristically foolish. Talking to the novelist Sebastian Faulks in 2011, he said: ‘People ask me if I ever thought of writing a children’s book. I say, “If I had a serious brain injury I might well write a children’s book,” but otherwise the idea of being conscious of who you’re directing the story to is anathema to me, because, in my view, fiction is freedom and any restraints on that are intolerable. I would never write about someone that forced me to write at a lower register than what I can write.’

   The idea that children’s writing is a lower form – a brain-injured version of writing for adults, as Amis caricatured it – is as persistent as it is misguided. Children’s literature isn’t a defective and frivolous sidebar to the grown-up sort. It’s the platform on which everything else is built. It’s through what we read as children that we imbibe our first understanding of what it is to inhabit a fictional world, how words and sentences carry a style and tone of voice, how a narrator can reveal or occlude the minds of others, and how we learn to anticipate with excitement or dread what’s round the corner. What we read in childhood stays with us. No less a figure than G.K. Chesterton was to say in 1924 that the children’s fantasy The Princess and the Goblin had ‘made a difference to my whole existence’. It really matters.

   So what do we mean by children’s literature anyway? Most children’s books have children or adolescents as their protagonists; but not all of them. Most children’s books are simpler in their language than books for adults; but not all of them. Most – as time goes on – have come to be very directly addressed to child readers; but not all of them. Many of the classics, it strikes me, and I include Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland in this, are scarcely books for children at all. The boundaries are extraordinarily blurry. And the question of what children’s literature is for is a question that haunts the whole history of children’s writing, and to which every book finds a different answer, or dares to find no answer at all.

   The idea that there is a distinctive literature for children has come and gone over the years. Some of the greatest children’s writers are firm in disavowing the very categorisation. Many classics of what we’d now call children’s literature weren’t seen as such when they were first published. We might think of fairytales, in the same breath as nursery rhymes, as being a basic form of children’s writing – but the great collectors of fairytales like Perrault and the Grimms originally targeted their texts at sophisticated salonnières or cultural historians.

   A full account of the childhood reading of the past would take in sensation literature and penny-bloods as much as educational chapbooks. In the nineteenth century, there was nothing to say that Heidi, or The Swiss Family Robinson, or Little Lord Fauntleroy, were for children, and nothing to indicate that adults weren’t reading them with enthusiasm. There was no children’s section of the bookshop. It wasn’t until the early twentieth century that children’s publishing really became a distinct sector of the industry.

   Over the years it has segmented, as established markets do, drawing lines between learn-to-read books, read-aloud books, chapter books, books aimed at pre-teens and young teenagers. Those distinctions acquired a vocabulary: professionals now, for instance, talk of MG (‘middle-grade’: 8–12) and YA (‘young adult’: 13–18). But age ranges have always been fuzzy approximations of the contract between individual writers and individual readers. Some nine-year-olds will read Homer or Charlotte Brontë; some seventeen-year-olds will be happy with Harry Potter. A comprehensive history of children’s reading, as opposed to children’s writing, would likely include, too (at least for my generation), such treasures of the parental bookshelves as Agatha Christie, Wilbur Smith, Jackie Collins and the smutty bits of Shirley Conran or Harold Robbins. I try not to fuss too much here about these distinctions. In our own age, the growth of YA has further blurred the boundaries; a significant sector of audience for so-called YA is now women in their early thirties. This returns us, perhaps, to the situation of more than a century before.

   To state something obvious but easy to lose sight of, what all children’s books have in common is that they are not written by children.1 They are written for, or about, children. That makes them more psychologically complex and culturally interesting artefacts than their grown-up counterparts. They come to be a document not of how children are, but how adults imagine children to be, or how they imagine they want them to be. They very often, particularly in their early years, had a design upon their readers: they wanted to educate first, and offer delight (if at all) only incidentally, as a means to that end. But even when they did not have so palpably didactic a design, they have inescapably reflected adult anxieties about childhood – our sentimental projections, our recuperative fantasies.

   So a children’s book will often address more than one audience. It will be written from an adult to a child, from an adult to the adult who will be reading to that child, and, in some sense, from the child that the author once was to the adult that they now are. There’s a lot at stake. Wordsworth minted the phrase ‘the Child is Father of the Man’, but the sentiment it expresses is much, much older. Human beings are storytelling animals, and it is out of the stories we tell ourselves that we make sense of the world. The books of our religions, and the founding narratives of our civilisations, are storybooks.

   The awareness of storytelling’s power, and the sense that children are particularly vulnerable to it at a vital stage in their development – ‘impressionable’, as the wax tablet metaphor descending to us from Plato via Locke has it – is a central theme of this history. Moral anxieties over the contents of children’s books are as old as children’s books themselves. Children’s writing tells us not only how children experience the world, but also how adults conceive the world of children. It tells us about childish aspiration and adult fears and longings. And it shapes the adults that the children who delight in it are to become.
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   A note about the scope of The Haunted Wood. I’m aware, and I became ever more aware as I wrote this book, of how indescribably vast this subject is. I’m humbly conscious of (and grateful for, where I lean on it) the work of the many scholars who dedicate entire careers to this subject. I could spend ten, fifteen or twenty years writing this book, and countless thousands of pages, and there’d still be more omissions than there are inclusions. I would still read a chapter covering a decade or two and notice, reproaching me, the absence of this writer or that book. So, for the partisans of a particular writer who are mortified to see them ignored or relegated to a passing mention, I apologise.2 We all feel strongly about this subject because the stories we read and loved as children mean something to us all our lives.

   My ambition is to discuss the books and writers that I think are important – whose influence has been unignorable or whose quality is unimpeachable – and the ones I think have something original, something special, something magical about them. I wanted, in the role of literary historian, to see how these books have shaped each other; in the role of literary critic to ask whether they’re any good, and why; and in the role of social historian to understand how these books are involved with the story of childhood itself in Britain.

   I have set out to trace the history of children’s stories from their prehistory in the deep past of the oral tradition to, roughly, the turn of the millennium.3 Love or loathe the stories as you may, the Harry Potter phenomenon provides an inflection point in the recent history of the genre. Its sheer popularity transformed the publishing industry, rewrote the rules of who children’s books were for, and shaped the ecosystem in which the children’s and young adult stories of the last two decades were to exist.

   The book’s movement, chapter by chapter, is chronological; but with wide latitude to muddle chronology a little to group writers by genre, or to slot writers in according to their most important works or phases of popularity. Enid Blyton, for instance, was first published in 1922 – but she seems to me in her essence, and in her success, to belong to the post-war period. P.L. Travers, if we were going to be strict about publication dates, could be stitched into any decade from the 1930s to the 1980s – but it would test the reader’s patience to find Mary Poppins descending with her parrot-handled umbrella at random points in a whole series of consecutive chapters. The apparently dry question of taxonomy – of eras and dates – pushes us towards something more slippery and more fruitful; a question that’s central to this project. Children’s books, from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland onwards, have been deeply preoccupied with time. Why would they not be? When you’re a grown-up, the years go by like telegraph poles glimpsed from the window of a high-speed train. When you’re a child, a summer takes a decade. Children’s stories are time machines. They give us, most famously in J.M. Barrie but also in any number of his successors, children who never grow up, or children who somehow stay eleven years old when the world about them hurtles through the decades. And they give us, mournfully, children who, by growing up, are locked out of timeless spaces, just as their adult authors are locked out of childhood itself.

   On a prosaic level, the visual iconography of children’s books is often almost comically out of date. A is for Aeroplane; and here you’ll see something with a propeller on its nose. T is for Train; and there is a stout little engine with a chain linked to a bell on the roof and a tall smokestack from which a plume of steam proceeds. T is also for Telephone, an apparatus with a handle linked to its body by a curly cable and a rotary dial. Yet landline telephones with rotary dials were last sighted when I was a teenager, most planes haven’t had propellers on their noses for decades, and the last passenger steam train to run in these isles delivered its valedictory ‘choo-choo’ in the summer of 1968. It’s not just a reluctance to face up to the horrors of industrial agriculture and animal husbandry that fills the landscape of children’s literature with farms that belong to the 1920s or even the 1820s rather than the 2020s.

   Comics like the Beano have modernised, but only slowly. In my 1980s childhood, Teacher still had his cane and mortarboard; public spaces were the province of uniformed park wardens with sharp elbows, a stick with a spike on it and a fanatical obsession with keeping off the grass. The Bash Street Kids are still basically 1930s schoolchildren, with their collars and ties and Danny’s trademark peaked cap. Minnie the Minx still wears a tam-o’-shanter. Fish and chips still appear in newspaper, teachers use blackboards and catapults and conkers are as likely to feature as Nintendo Switches.

   Fairy stories and nursery rhymes have always plunged children into a medieval Albion or a heavily forested Mitteleuropean never-was. Here are worlds where spinning wheels are commonplace; water comes from wells; princes are expected to marry princesses; woodcutter, rat-catcher and huntsman are honourable lower-middle-class occupations; and bears and wolves – rather than, say, off-road motorbikes – are the main thing to be nervous about encountering in the woods.

   Emotionally, children’s stories have what I sometimes think of as baked-in nostalgia. That makes sense when you think about how they come about. They’re written by adults, and the resource on which those adults draw for their understanding of what it is to be a child is their memory, however distorted and partial, of their own childhood. The fuel that drives the reactor has been in storage for twenty or more years. More than that, the literary models on which they draw for inspiration will as often as not be the books that they read in their own childhoods.

   So even when you see children’s books whose trappings are contemporary with their publication, you are in some sense seeing, say, a 1950s childhood in 1980s drag. Jacqueline Wilson’s taboo-busting 1990s treatment of broken families and children in care is full of the detailed flotsam and jetsam of 1990s childhood – McDonald’s, karaoke machines, mobile phones, labels from high-street fast-fashion chains – but it’s also reacting against the petty snobberies and social stigmas that troubled the author’s own childhood in the 1950s and 1960s.

   Remembered joys and defining traumas – above all, perhaps, the impact of war on childhood and family life – come out, often in slightly different forms, decades later. A.A. Milne was writing about late-Victorian childhood in the interwar years. C.S. Lewis’s most personal Narnia book, The Magician’s Nephew, is a mirror of his own Edwardian childhood. Richard Adams, as his daughter Juliet pointed out to me, set Watership Down in the English countryside he remembered from his own childhood, one that was already all but vanished in the 1960s of his great novel’s composition. Those who lived through war as young adults often wrote children’s stories in which the experience is conspicuous only by its absence; those who experienced it in childhood wrote books, years later, in which that trauma is alchemically configured into something else.

   The long history of children’s writing has thrown up an inexhaustible resource of archetypal characters and situations: orphaned protagonists with portentous destinies, portals to other worlds, exotic monsters and talking animals, midnight feasts, cosy hearths, perilous journeys, enchanted objects, dark forests, thuggish bullies and evil wizards. It has seen long swerves between versions of realism and wild fantasy. And it has always, always, drawn on its predecessors.

   ‘Intertextuality’ – that buzzword of the literary theory departments of universities, referring to the way texts refer to other texts – is all over children’s writing. Homages and tributes and echoes, the wholesale pinching of plots and situations and jokes, and even the outright reworking of earlier stories, are the stuff of which this tradition is made. It’s extraordinary, and seems to me telling, how many of the best-known children’s writers, from Carlo Collodi, E. Nesbit and Enid Blyton to Jacqueline Wilson, Michael Morpurgo and J.K. Rowling – have also been anthologists and retellers of fairytales and myths.
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   This book has a British emphasis; not from some post-Brexit chauvinism, but because it seems to me that we do have a distinct tradition, and that it is rooted in a specifically British cultural and literary and social history. It’s one that has had an outsized impact on the world. British children’s literature was – along with more predictable fare such as Routemaster buses, James Bond and Her Majesty the Queen – one of the central themes of Danny Boyle’s London 2012 Summer Olympics opening ceremony.

   The first few minutes of the programme, ‘Journey along the Thames’, included a glimpse of the riverbank creatures from Kenneth Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows. Later in the show, in a section called ‘Second to the right, and straight on till morning’, British children’s literature shared space, and by implication a place in our national pride, with the NHS. The segue was a troupe of dancing NHS nurses and doctors in white coats tucking pyjama-clad children up in hospital beds. Under the sheets of those beds, TV viewers saw the children lighting torches and peering into the pages of an old-fashioned copy of Peter Pan, open to a picture of Captain Hook.

   ‘But some would prefer a bedtime story…’ came the voiceover. Standing in the spotlight, J.K. Rowling started to read. ‘Of all delectable islands Neverland is the snuggest,’ she announced. ‘It’s not large and sprawly, you know, with boring distances between one adventure and the next. It’s nicely crammed. When you play at it by day with the table and chairs, it’s not a bit frightening. But in the two minutes before you go to sleep, it is real.’4

   At once, circling the arena, the Child Catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang5 processed on his black carriage-cum-mobile-cage as the children in their beds looked up in alarm. Soon after, giant puppets of the Queen of Hearts (from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland), Cruella de Vil (from The Hundred and One Dalmatians), and Lord Voldemort (from the Harry Potter books) rose on stage. A little girl, in her bed, was hoisted into the sky while a two-storey Voldemort towered menacingly over her, sparks shooting from his wand. Guitars squealed. Black-clad, hooded, tufted minions with glowing green eyes danced. Then, brollies decorated with points of light, a couple of dozen Mary Poppinses – a flock of Poppinses – descended from the heavens and the puppets of the villains deflated. Lord Voldemort collapsed. The green-eyed monkey-creatures scuttled off. The ceremony had enacted the journey so many of the children’s stories it celebrated describe: a pleasurable frisson of fear; a reassuring return to safety.

   A focus on Britain doesn’t mean that all the writers I consider are British, by any means. I’ve come to think of it this way: the remit I set myself is to look at the history of children’s writing through the history of a British nursery bookshelf. I don’t think you can ignore Maurice Sendak or E. B. White or Dr. Seuss on the grounds of their being American; nor can you exile Frances Hodgson Burnett as an expatriate. British children have read Tintin and Asterix, Pippi Longstocking and the Moomins.

   Nevertheless, American children, at least until the arrival of the digital age, have had a slightly different canon. Every American eighth-grader could be expected to know Little House on the Prairie, Little Women, Anne of Green Gables, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer and the Uncle Remus stories. Many British children will have grown up reading them – these books are enduring international classics – but I don’t think they are a central part of the canon here, any more than the Famous Five or Just William stories are staples of a childhood in rural Idaho. But these are judgement calls. You may disagree. I hope you do.

   Britain gave the world what you might call the ground zero of modern children’s literature in the middle of the nineteenth century. It also produced some distinctive and enduring genres – such as the boarding-school story, still going strong after nearly three centuries; and, for better or worse, the tale of colonial adventure – that could only have emerged from these islands. The British canon hangs together. These books speak to each other, and their gradually shifting furniture of Kensington townhouses and Highland castles, nannies and cooks, public parks, school holidays, English or Scottish or Welsh landscapes, speak to their audience directly of a world they will recognise or aspire to. That audience changed over the years – and that, too, is part of the story. The rise (and changing form) of education, urbanisation, immigration, the experience and the idea of travel, changing ideas of social class, changing gender roles, the experience of war, the rise of new sciences and technologies, the shifting place of religion in our national life: all these are mapped, obliquely and directly, in the history of our children’s literature.

   That literature is peculiarly omnivorous in its subject matter. History is repackaged in children’s writing as it is in children’s playground games. The settling by Europeans of the American West in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, much mythologised in the yellow journalism of the time, entered the British childhood imaginary as ‘cowboys and Indians’. Children play at bandits, at pirates, at cops-and-robbers, at highwaymen, at smugglers, at explorers, at Robin Hood and his merry men, and these playground games all take shape and are in turn shaped by children’s stories. Never mind that these versions of history are mythologies built on previous mythologies, repackaged as archetypes and tropes that bear little or no relation to the historical grounds on which they are erected.

   Children’s stories are deeply involved in the creation of a British imaginary. That imaginary, like its real-world counterpart, has its nanny-staters and its libertarians. The instinct to shape and instruct children has always wrestled with the instinct to entertain them. The history of children’s literature is in one respect the history of how those aspects of stories that were initially introduced to sugar the pill became the pill.

   Over the centuries, as more children were able to read books to themselves and still later to buy books for themselves, what children wanted to read influenced what was written for them. The authors of children’s stories came to speak directly to the children they were writing for. The basic direction of travel over three centuries or so has been from capsules of cod-liver oil to Bertie Bott’s Every Flavour Beans, though the cod-liver merchants have been always with us.

   Take, just as one example, the way that children’s books have mapped the idea of naughtiness. Through much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the prime virtue of the child was obedience to its parents. To be ‘naughty’, as in the older sense of the word, was to be sinful, and the wages of sin are death. But even the most basic accommodation with reality recognises that children are naughty. What had been a term of disapproval became a central virtue of children’s stories. Naughtiness – provided it was accompanied by a good heart – was okay, even to be celebrated. Some rules were made to be broken.

   Bunking off school, sneaking out of the window at night, raiding the larder, pranks and practical jokes: these are the meat and drink of the child protagonist. The magic phrase that activates the ‘Marauder’s Map’ in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban is: ‘I solemnly swear I am up to no good.’ Having started out as a tool for cementing adult authority, children’s stories came to allow children to imagine worlds in which they resisted or subverted it more daringly than they could possibly do in real life. And they allowed adults to indulge that fantasy – to wink at naughtiness.

   Another thing that Martin Amis said in the interview I quote – ‘fiction is freedom’ – seems to me to be especially apposite. In the narrative spaces that these books create, adults and children meet each other travelling in opposite directions. These spaces offer different sorts of freedom. For the child reader, it is a fantasy of (to borrow Isaiah Berlin’s ‘Two Concepts of Liberty’) positive liberty: freedom to. A child is given the chance to identify with a protagonist who has freedom to act in the world in a way that few children do in their own lives. That’s why, one way or another, and with only relatively rare exceptions, the parents have to be got out of the way. You’ll meet in these pages any number of orphans, or children severed from their parents by circumstance – whether something as worldly as a colonial posting overseas or a place in the dormitory of a boarding school, or as unworldly as a portal to a fantastical universe. The child reader can dream of a temporary, but usually safely bounded, version of adulthood.

   For the adult reader or, perhaps more pressingly, the adult writer, the imaginative spaces of children’s stories represent negative liberty: freedom from. Freedom from adult responsibility, freedom from loss and sorrow, freedom from the drudgery of the workaday round. The children’s writer is able to imagine him or herself as a child again: to recreate the childhood they remember, or, as often, to concoct a compensatory version of it that will be braver, happier, less dull, less loveless. That’s the core of this strange territory. The most effective writers for children almost always seem to be the ones who have most invested in it emotionally. Often, they are writing from a wound – whether a wound sustained in childhood, or the wound of having had to leave it behind in the first place.

   That’s why a surprising constant in a literature associated with ideas of freedom and innocence is grief. Many of the most enduring and most moving of these stories have a pulse of sadness in them or behind them. To be a child is to know that you have to grow up. To be an adult is to know that you have to die. And to be a parent is to be in a permanent state of mourning: as you watch your son or daughter grow up, you are saying an irreversible farewell to the child that they were, day by day, month by month, year by year.

   There’s grief in the back-story of many of these books, too. It’s not brain damage that makes you a children’s writer – but for a lot of them, there was damage of another sort. This isn’t purely a literary-historical book but, here and there, a biographical one. I wanted to look at the often strange and often troubled and sometimes sad lives of the people who have written for children. Creation serves a need, and it’s seldom just a need for a royalty statement.

   Many of the great children’s stories started their lives being addressed to particular children. The origin myth of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland has it addressed to ten-year-old Alice Liddell. Barrie’s Peter Pan stories were directed at the childless author’s friends’ children, George and Jack Llewelyn Davies. The Wind in the Willows started life as the improvised bedtime stories Kenneth Grahame told his son Alastair. Watership Down had its origins in the tales Richard Adams spun to his daughters to beguile long car journeys. And sometimes the child whom the writer was addressing, the child the writer yearned to preserve and protect, was him- or her-self.

   Those children, as children do, outgrew the images of themselves fixed in the pages. It often cost them their happiness. Sometimes, it cost them more. In disconcertingly many cases, they would not live to find out what it would cost them. The Just So stories were originally told by Rudyard Kipling to his first child, Josephine or ‘Effie’. ‘There were stories meant to put Effie to sleep, and you were not allowed to alter those by one single little word.’6 Effie was ‘Best Beloved’. Effie died when she was six years old.

   Yet the stories that were told to Effie, and Christopher Robin, and Alastair Grahame and all those real children like them, have outlived their original audiences and outlived their authors. They remain, even if shadowed by sadness, bright objects. There is adventure in them, and love, and laughter, and fun; they place their readers in each generation on the brink of new worlds, new possibilities. So let’s move on to look in more detail at how those worlds and possibilities came into being.

   

   
    
     1 Daisy Ashford’s The Young Visiters (1919) is the obvious exception; but its enduring charm, in part, is that it clearly aspired to be a book for adults written by a nine-year-old child, rather than a book for children. It’s a literary curiosity, and one that will strike some readers as charming and others as nauseating, but it doesn’t belong in this study.


    

    
     2 Unless it’s the Mr. Men you’re complaining about. Nuts to the Mr. Men.


    

    
     3 Though I make no apologies for breaking my own rules where I see fit.


    

    
     4 This is an approximate quote from J.M. Barrie’s Peter and Wendy, abbreviated and simplified for the occasion.


    

    
     5 The 1968 movie, to be pedantic; the character doesn’t feature in the 1964 novel by Ian Fleming on which it was based.


    

    
     6 St Nicholas magazine, December 1989.


    

   

  

 
  
   I

   
Once Upon a Time

   
    
     [image: ]
    


   

   Anonymous · Aesop · Apuleius · Vladimir Propp · Joseph Campbell · Philippe Ariès · Lawrence Stone · John Locke · Jean-Jacques Rousseau · William Blake · William Wordsworth

  

 
  
   The Prehistory of Children’s Writing

   ‘Once upon a time…’ These four words have been uttered by English-speaking parents to their children for hundreds of years. They connect the act of storytelling to the past; and, as successive generations utter those syllables, they affirm a connection to the past of storytelling itself. The first children’s literature wasn’t literature – and it wasn’t for children. Storytelling begins for humanity as it begins for individual human beings, in the spoken word.

   So I want to begin by considering the deep roots of a distinctive literature that is surprisingly young – and to give a sense of the soil in which it germinated. The fairytales that you read to your children at bedtime, or that have taken canonical form in Disney movies, were in existence millennia before anyone wrote them down. Scholars tracing the linguistic ancestry of stories have argued that the folktale known as ‘The Smith and the Devil’ – an archetypal Faust story – goes back five thousand years, to the Bronze Age.

   We can speculate that there will have been rhymes and stories that parents or nurses told specifically to children, but none of those survive. How could they? What descends to us of the folktales and myths of prehistory is only fragments of their narrative DNA: the shapes of stories. No nursery, no nursery rhymes. The audience around that proverbial fire in the mouth of a cave didn’t differentiate between stories for adults and stories for children; they were just stories.

   You might think of the history of storytelling in terms of a river system, flowing from prehistory to the present day. Broad watercourses – archetypal stories, which appear in many forms in many cultures – carve deep channels into the landscape. There are tributaries and diversions, meanders, eddies and currents. At this stage it’s a process as collective and unauthored as nature – the tribal unconscious in action, the stories passing through generations of anonymous storytellers.

   But there comes a point at which folktales and oral myths start to pass into the written language. Tribal myths find their way into the foundational texts of religions. Homer’s epics start to be written down. People like the Grimms collect folktales, and edit or shape them, and adapt them – or, as in the case of Hans Christian Andersen, invent new variations. Poems become prose. Songs and ditties, many of them increasingly gnomic or surreal as they become corrupted or their original points of reference dwindle to obscurity, turn into nursery rhymes.

   The great rivers of oral storytelling are canalised, dammed and diverted. They are domesticated and put to the use that a given writer in his or her own age finds for them. Individual inventiveness creates fixed genres and particular tales: you start to be able to pick out lines of influence between individual authors rather than the chaotic cataract of the oral tradition. Here, at last, are ponds and pools and ornamental fountains. But it’s the same force, upstream, that feeds them.

   For children’s writing to become the genre that we now recognise, several things needed to happen. I mean to trace them in the pages that follow. The first was that childhood itself needed to be conceptualised as a separate space. In pre-modern societies for whom survival was a priority, that will have been a dangerous luxury. Children were adults-in-waiting: to be protected, raised and trained as soon as possible to become productive members of the tribe.

   Looked at from this point of view, the history of children’s literature – as the oral tradition became a written one, and as that written one speciated to form a sub-tradition that would address the experience of children directly – is the history of childhood. It was through telling stories that we originally explained the world to ourselves (the sun and moon, the creation, the cycles of nature) and, in turn, it was through telling stories that we came to explain childhood to ourselves.

   At the same time, children’s writing didn’t just need a scheme of ideas. The basic law of supply and demand means that it also needed an audience. That is, you needed the means of reproducing it at scale: which meant the printing press. You needed the spaces in which it would be told: which meant schoolrooms and nurseries and playgrounds. And you needed readers: which meant the spread first of adult, and then of child, literacy.

  

 
  
   
Excavating the Past

   Anonymous

   If you go looking for children’s stories in the earliest examples of the written word that come down to us, for the most part you look in vain. But not entirely. In 1896, a pair of archaeologists were digging in the rubbish dumps of a ruined and all-but-forgotten city, now called Oxyrhynchus, in a backwater of the then Ottoman Empire. Here, among the detritus, they discovered a cache of papyri, perfectly preserved for a millennium and a half, that have been exercising scholars non-stop for the 150 years since.

   As well as innumerable bureaucratic bits and pieces – census returns, wills, bills of inventory and so forth – the rubbish heaps of Oxyrhynchus have yielded lost poem-fragments of Sappho, Pindar and Homer, diagrams from Euclid’s pioneering mathematical work, scraps of Plato and an unknown play by Sophocles, Old Testament apocrypha and some of the earliest surviving Greek texts of the New Testament. But also found there, just under twenty-five by ten centimetres in size, is what concerns us here: Volume XXII, Papyrus 2331.

   On this fragment, yellow with age, are a few lines from a third-century ce poem in Greek about the first labour of Heracles, the killing of the Nemean lion. The poem is an ‘elementary text written in simple style and diction and crude meter’, and the words, unusually for the classical world, are written with spaces between them rather than squashed up together. The whole presentation seems designed to make the text easy to read and, perhaps, memorise or declaim out loud. Also, again unusually, it is illustrated. There are three little cartoons embedded in between the lines of the text – and in the best-preserved you can still see the green of the grass on which the lion stands; flashes of yellow in the hero’s hair as he wrestles the beast.

   Is this the very distant ancestor of a modern children’s picture book? The literary historian Seth Lerer7 writes of this fragment: ‘It is, perhaps, something of a children’s book itself: a little illustrated drama for the reader weary of rhapsodes and grammarians.’ Over a difference of seventeen centuries, in other words, it may just be possible to detect a quality coming off that text like light reaching us faintly from a distant star. It’s a quality that is present in all the children’s writing worth talking about – and that is often present even when it is not intended by the author. That quality: delight.

   But let’s not go overboard. Here was a text that was, probably, aimed at children. Yet it was still not a children’s story so much as an adult story truncated, simplified, adapted for the attention span and reading or listening comprehension of a child. The delight is there, but it’s incidental. And it’s all but a one-off. As Lerer writes, in the classical world ‘the two poles of early learning were memorisation and recitation. Students would be given passages from poets and dramatists and would be expected to learn and then recite them.’8 Therefore ‘the study of children’s literature in this period is not the study of particular works written for children, but the study of how pre-existing texts were adapted for children: how Homer gets excerpted into schoolbooks, how Virgil was parsed, how plays and lyric poems could be reread and retaught with increasing complexity of grammatical, stylistic and ethical analysis.’

   Documents have survived that look a lot like primers. One, a Greek-language scroll discovered in Egypt, was described by the Egyptologists O. Guéraud and P. Jouguet as ‘un livre d’écolier du IIIe siècle avant JC’,9 ‘a schoolbook from the third century bc’. It begins with tables of letters, numbers and syllables, names of the gods of Olympus, rivers and mythological heroes, moves on to two passages of Euripides ‘designed to teach word division and the caesura’, and in the second half is an anthology of poetry including passages from The Odyssey, epigrams and extracts from comic plays. The classical canon was clipped down for educational purposes – and the emphasis would have been more on the grammatical or rhetorical parsing of bits of text than on imaginative engagement for the sake of it. Texts were adapted to children’s capacities, you could say, but not their dispositions.

   In other words, there wasn’t a distinct children’s literature because there wasn’t a distinctive idea of childhood as we have today. Children were apprentice adults, and the defining virtue of the adult Athenian (or, later, Roman) was rhetorical excellence. Children – male, obviously – were being prepared, as quickly as possible, for the duties of citizenship. And citizenship meant eloquence. Indeed, one Greek word for child, nepion, translates as ‘no word’: a child was a person who didn’t know how to speak.

   But the pleasure principle will always, somehow, win through – and perhaps it is for that reason that the abrupt reverses, anthropomorphic animals, sharp (if, to us, sometimes eccentric) morals and trickster antagonists of Aesop’s fables have cast so long a shadow over the history of children’s writing.

   

   
    
     7 Seth Lerer, Children’s Literature.


    

    
     8 Ibid.


    

    
     9 O. Guéraud and P. Jouguet, ‘Un livre d’écolier du IIIe siécle avant J.-C.,’ Publications de la Societé Royale Égyptienne de Papyrologie; Textes et Documents II (Institut français d’archéologie orientale, 1938).


    

   

  

 
  
   
Fables and Morals

   Aesop · Apuleius

   Fables; The Aesop Romance; The Golden Ass

   Aesop, like Homer, is one of those authors who tends to disappear in a cloud of smoke the closer you get. Perhaps, if one of the most influential accounts of him is to be trusted, that’s for the best. He wasn’t, according to his anonymous first biographer in The Aesop Romance, a pretty sight:

   The fabulist Aesop, the great benefactor of mankind, was by chance a slave but by origin a Phrygian of Phrygia, of loathsome aspect, worthless as a servant, pot-bellied, misshapen of head, snub-nosed, swarthy, dwarfish, bandy-legged, short-armed, squint-eyed, liver-lipped – a portentous monstrosity. In addition to this he had a defect more serious than his unsightliness in being speechless, for he was dumb and could not talk.


   Tradition places him as having lived at some time in the sixth century bce. But was he a slave, or an adviser to the king? Was he Phrygian, a Thracian, a Lydian or an Ethiopian? Was he black, or white? Did he even exist? The sources vary. Most accounts of him that survive are from a century or more after his birth, and The Aesop Romance seems to have been composed six centuries later and is agreed by scholars to be entirely fictional. Even the earliest written versions of the works that are ascribed to him date from centuries after his death.

   Aesop, you could say, is something of a fable himself. Versions of his stories are to be found all over Europe, India and the Far East, and the lines of transmission remain unclear to this day. But the literary genre associated with his name has proved inextinguishable. Quintilian’s rhetoric handbook Institutes of Oratory calls Aesop’s fables ‘the natural successors of the fairy stories of the nursery’ and says pupils should learn to paraphrase them as the first step in rhetorical training.10 Caxton published an English version in 1484. And you can see the footprint of Aesop in Brer Rabbit, Marie de France and La Fontaine, Rudyard Kipling, Beatrix Potter, Kenneth Grahame and Richard Scarry.

   The genre’s distinguishing characteristics were its talking animals, who are now everywhere in children’s writing, and its morals. On a very basic and obvious level, they show the didactic roots of children’s literature: storytelling is a way of giving children a sense of their place in the world, of power relations and right conduct, and of the fickleness of fate. But they’re interesting, I think, because they sweeten the didactic pill with imaginative engagement.

   The fables we now remember best – ‘The Hare and the Tortoise’, say, or ‘The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse’ – seem to speak straightforwardly to our own age. We can still agree that the race is not always to the swift, and that a boost to your social status isn’t worth being eaten by a cat. Over the years in which the rambunctious, various, semi-apocryphal canon of Aesopica descends to us – rolling downhill like a snowball and gathering fresh apocrypha – its strangeness and the alterity of its worldview has been quietly adapted, version by version, to the age in which its stories are consumed. The more congenial of the fables come to the fore; the more riddling and obtuse of them slide quietly into obscurity. And they are subtly adapted to a contemporary purpose. The blackly funny ‘The Murderer and the Nile’ – which tells the story of a murderer fleeing justice who climbs a tree to avoid being eaten by a lion, jumps out of the tree into the river to avoid being bitten by a snake, and is duly eaten by a crocodile – was given a Christian moral (about the inexorability of God’s justice) in post-classical versions.

   The essence of Aesop, then, can be thought of not so much as a fixed body of work, but as a way of doing things: a style. The tales get their allegorical force from their simplicity. Their directness is unmuddied by realism. Yet much of their attractiveness, like the attractiveness of any successful allegory, comes from the way the reader ascribes human character to their allegorical animals: the humble and industrious ant, the sullen and devious fox, the ingenious crow, the boastful hare.

   Also, they are characterised by a stripped-down, vernacular11 style. Aesop was a slave’s-eye view of the world, and both explicitly political fables (such as ‘The Frogs Who Desired a King’, which warns the common folk to be careful what they wish for) and more general fables (such as ‘The Lion’s Share’ or ‘The Wolf and the Lamb’) are pointed in their depiction of the depredations of the powerful. There is vivid and recognisable life in Aesop’s telegraphic little stories – and that is surely one of the reasons that the Aesopic style has survived. There’s more than a touch of Aesop in Julia Donaldson’s delightful The Gruffalo, where the bewildered monster of the title follows a mouse through the forest and marvels to see predators scattering in apparent terror of the rodent. It’s a riff, you could say, on the Aesopic fable of the fly perching on a chariot wheel and marvelling at what a lot of dust it’s kicking up.

   There are other ways in which what children read in classical antiquity trickles down to us. Many scholars see the story of Cupid and Psyche – as written down in Apuleius’s second-century The Golden Ass – as being the first fairytale in the Western tradition. It certainly contains many of the elements, from jealous sisters and (in Venus) a vengeful fairy, to magical helpers in the form of the ants who help Psyche sort the grain, that will reappear in subsequent stories. It looks like the template, too, for what were later called the ‘monster groom’ tales – outstandingly ‘Beauty and the Beast’.

   The connection between Aesop’s archetypal stories and European folktales is a vital one to grasp. Coming out of the oral tradition, changing form as they go to fit local circumstances, the stories that were to become folktales and the folktales that were to become fairytales – and which in turn set the pattern for so many children’s stories – have an enormous amount in common.

   

   
    
     10 Quintilian, Institutes of Oratory, Bk 1 Ch.9 (around 95 ce).


    

    
     11 From the Latin verna – a female slave.


    

   

  

 
  
   
The Shapes of Stories

   Vladimir Propp · Joseph Campbell

   
Morphology of the Folktale; The Hero with a Thousand Faces


   Vladimir Propp was a Russian scholar of folklore who, in a 1928 book called Morphology of the Folktale,12 advanced an extraordinarily bold and suggestive idea. He thought that the vast number of different folktales to be found in different traditions and languages all over the world are, at root, just variations on a theme: ‘All fairy-tales, by their structure, belong to one and the same type.’ ‘Morphology’ means the study of shapes. Propp argued that you could look under the surface and find that the bones of all these different stories were the same.

   In effect, he argued that folktales had evolved just like animals from a common ancestor, and that you could classify them just as you classify species of fauna. If you X-ray a bat’s wing or a whale’s flipper, you can recognise in them the same pattern of bones as you see in a human hand. So it would be with folktales: Propp believed that, by looking rigorously at their structures, a ‘given class [of story] may be discerned from others absolutely accurately and objectively’.

   What might that common ancestor be? ‘A “single source”,’ Propp writes, ‘does not positively signify, as some assume, that all folktales came, for example, from India, and that they spread from there throughout the entire world, assuming their various forms in the process of migration. The single source may, as well, be a psychological one.’

   It’s quite an idea. To suppose a depth-psychological origin to these stories is to ask serious and fundamental questions about human nature – about the meaning of storytelling and even, which may be related, the religious instinct. If folktales are, as we might conjecture, the primal form of storytelling – a basic set of patterns that underpin the narrative shapes we give to a chaotic world – then the patterns that persist in them are wired deep into the species.

   Propp’s work, that said, can seem almost comically dry. A so-called structuralist, he was not remotely interested in the human stories and social worlds of the folktales he studied. All those are historically contingent – random set-dressing, as far as he was concerned. He talks, instead, of ‘functions’ and ‘moves’ in the narrative; of developing a ‘grammar’ of storytelling. The idea of a grammar is a suggestive one. Language allows us to create a limitless number of meaningful utterances from a very restricted set of things – the twenty-six letters of the alphabet or the forty-four phonemes in English. So, narratologists like Propp say, it is with stories. For the twenty-six letters of the alphabet, to follow the metaphor, you might substitute what Propp called ‘functions’, by which he meant elements of plot: bricks in the storyteller’s Lego box. He decided that there were just thirty-one of them, and he abbreviated them as a series of symbols, so the stories he studied could be boiled down and reduced to their essences.

   Once Propp had gone to work on a story, it would end up looking more like a mathematical equation than something that would hold your toddler spellbound over warm milk. Yet Propp’s basic insight – that the same patterns recur again and again across stories in every culture and at every time – is sound. ‘Folktales possess one special characteristic,’ he says. ‘Components of one tale can, without any alteration whatsoever, be transferred to another.’

   A story starts, say, with a safe and stable situation that is disrupted. There is an ‘absentation’: the hero leaves the safety of home, or the princess is kidnapped. There will be an ‘interdiction’ – don’t take your eye off the baby; don’t open the door to the special room – which will be violated. The protagonist will be tested – asked to capture a unicorn or spin straw into gold. Magical agents will be enlisted to help. The hero will find the antagonist’s lair – Baba Yaga’s chicken-footed hut; the giant’s castle in the clouds; the Green Chapel – triumph over the villain and return home with the prize. There may be further challenges to overcome – pursuit, a false hero to displace. At last there’s what Propp called ‘the wedding’: the hero gets his final transformation, marrying the princess or taking the throne or both, and lives, well, happily ever after.

   In story after story we find some combination of Propp’s seven basic characters. There’s a hero, a villain, a ‘dispatcher’ who will set the hero on his quest, the object of the quest (often a princess), a ‘false hero’ (who will attempt to usurp the hero), a ‘helper’ or sidekick, and a ‘donor’ who gives the hero a magical object to help him overcome his challenges. If this sounds a little schematic – you’ll probably have noticed that many stories have more or fewer than seven characters – it’s worth mentioning that these roles can be played by more than one character at once; and that some characters will take on more than one of the roles. Again, the point is about the roles that any given character takes in the story.

   The Shrek franchise, of which Vladimir Propp would I suspect have very much approved, plays gleefully with these categories. Prince Charming appears, there, in the role of the ‘false hero’, while the ogre is the true hero. Donkey and Puss in Boots are helpers. The fairy godmother – whose cottage must be ransacked for a love potion – plays the role of donor as well as of villain. And Fiona, defying the patriarchal traditions of the fairy story (in which, in Propp’s words, princesses are ‘obtained’ and brides ‘either earned or given in reward’), is sometimes hero and sometimes helper, not just the object of the quest.

   When Propp writes of one folktale that ‘the enchantment of a boy is not followed by the breaking of the spell, and he remains a little goat for life’, the modern reader might immediately be put in mind of Roald Dahl’s The Witches – in whose closing pages the narrator/protagonist is still a mouse. Propp’s ‘deceitful proposal’ is there as the White Witch seduces Edmund with Turkish Delight in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. When Propp describes function XXIII – ‘the hero, unrecognised, arrives home or in another country’ – you will perhaps think of Odysseus reaching Ithaca.

   By dwelling on the abstract formulations of a long-dead Soviet academic, and in looking back through centuries and even millennia to the roots of storytelling, we can glean one of this book’s themes. Children’s stories remain close to those aboriginal forms of storytelling – myths, fairy stories and folktales. They draw their force from them. Where the ‘literary novel’ may, with various degrees of success, seek to do away with quest narratives, happy endings or heroes and villains, the canon of children’s literature is far more ready to draw on these archetypal story-shapes and characters.

   Propp’s argument has been taken up by subsequent writers about narrative: most influentially, perhaps, the Jungian Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949). The idea that there are only ‘seven basic stories’ has become common wisdom; and, indeed, gives its name to the UK’s pre-eminent museum of children’s literature, Seven Stories in Newcastle upon Tyne.13

   In the pages that follow we’ll meet such patterns again and again: departure, challenge, combat, transformation and reward. And yet, just as in the history of the folktale, they will come dressed in the clothes of their own era and be given shape by the peculiarities and affinities of the individual storyteller. The abstract becomes concrete. The ‘function’ becomes a dragon so real you can smell the sulphur and scorch of her breath.

   I make a distinction between folktale, fairy stories and myths – and I should set out a little what I mean by those three things. They are categories that substantially overlap. But folktales are what descend to us through the oral tradition: versions of the same story, as folklorists have painstakingly discovered, can be found all over the world in different forms, their accidental aspects local to the area where that version has developed. Fairytales are not just a subset of folklore, and they don’t have to involve fairies; rather, they are what you get when folktales are domesticated and written down.

   It’s possible, too, to make a distinction between folktale and myth. What’s characteristic of both these things is that they aren’t single stories – in the sense that there’s a single immutable thing called, say, Daisy Miller by Henry James – but frameworks for stories, patterns for stories, fields of stories.

   In a fairytale or folktale, the framework – the irreducible thing – is the basic shape of the plot. The plot stays the same and the characters are indistinct. What makes Cinderella ‘Cinderella’ is not the protagonist’s name or hair colour, or how many stepsisters she has, or whether it’s a glass slipper or a wooden clog. It’s that a put-upon drudge goes in disguise to a party, snags the handsome prince and lives happily ever after.

   Myths, in the way I understand them, are slightly different. There’s one distinction you can draw to do with the sheer gravity of meaning. Myths often deal with the doings of gods and superhumans; they can include explanatory accounts of the universe itself. Folktales and fairytales, though they contain magic, operate at the ordinary-folk level, with woodcutters and suchlike at the bottom and royal personages at the top. But the distinction I’m interested in here is a narratological one. With a myth, the plot changes and the characters – or the constellations of characters – stay the same. The core of the Greco-Roman mythologies is their pantheon of gods and heroes, whose qualities are instantiated in a great cloud of different stories. The fixed points are the attributes of, and relationships between, the characters.

   Comic book universes are profoundly mythological. What actually happens in any given issue of The Avengers or Fantastic Four or X-Men couldn’t matter less, except to diehard nerds. The same villains will escape and come back. Nobody ever dies for good. The stable elements are the characters. Their accidental details will be reinvented, their costumes redesigned. But Spidey will always recognisably be shooting webs – ‘thwip’ – and wisecracking; Wolverine will – ‘snikt!’ – always have his adamantium claws; Shadowcat will always have a brother–sister relationship with Colossus; Hulk will always, finally, be alone.

   Myths are narratologically open-ended. Fairytales and folktales – bookended as they conventionally are with the phrases ‘once upon a time’ and ‘happily ever after’ – come to an end. Children’s stories, as we’ll see, draw deeply on both the narrative shapes of fairytales and the timeless resonance of myth.

   

   
    
     12 Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale.


    

    
     13 Oxford’s Story Museum runs it a gallant second.


    

   

  

 
  
   
Pre-Modern Childhood

   Philippe Ariès · Lawrence Stone

   
Centuries of Childhood; The Family, Sex and Marriage


   Something else needs to happen to the patterns we see in these stories for them to turn into children’s literature, though. They need to start speaking to a distinct concept of childhood; and it’s a concept that has been and remains a site of fierce contestation. We’ll see in the following chapter how folktales became fairytales – and how at the same time they competed for space with another model of storytelling for children, one rooted in Puritan anxieties and concerned with moral rather than practical education. Is the child naturally innocent, or is the child dangerously amoral or even evil? What, and when, is a child?

   There was no real distinction, much before the middle of the eighteenth century, between what children would have read, or had read to them, and writing for adults. There were grammars, books of religious instruction, bestiaries, catechisms and the like – educational books, primarily – and, at the higher end, a child’s literary diet would include simplified versions of adult classics.

   The first half of the eighteenth century alone saw half a dozen different editions of Robinson Crusoe (‘epitomised’ or ‘abridg’d’) and cut-down versions of Gulliver’s Travels started appearing as early as 1727. Other staples included the Morte d’Arthur, Reynard the Fox, the Geste of Robin Hood, Aesop’s Fables, The Pilgrim’s Progress and Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. Their heads, if not their bookshelves, would be well furnished with fairytales and nursery rhymes. And at the less exalted level, children are known to have been a significant market for sensation literature – chapbooks that retailed lurid versions of the real-life adventures of highwaymen, bandits and rogues.

   You might say that what made children’s literature, at this stage, was more to do with a way of reading than a way of writing: that a child would enjoy Gulliver’s Travels or Robinson Crusoe on the level of a fantastical adventure story without much attending to Swift’s political satire or Defoe’s theology and economics. A child might thrill to the adventures of Dick Turpin or Robin Hood while paying even less lip-service than an adult reader to the moralising sententiae in which the story was wrapped. Some children may have been reading, but very few adults were writing for children.

   Why did that change? There’s one theory, which became fashionable in the 1970s, that implies the reason we didn’t have children’s literature until the early modern period is that we didn’t have children – or, at least, not in the way that we think of them now. In his influential study of the history of childhood the Spanish historian Philippe Ariès made the notoriously bald claim that ‘in medieval society, the idea of childhood did not exist’.14

   His case was that childhood as we currently understand it – an extended period that runs from infancy to late adolescence, and that takes a particular place in our family structures and in our ideas of human inwardness – was not something for which medieval Europeans had either a firm conceptual framework or a vocabulary. The rise of an idea of childhood came as the flip side of a civilising process where adult behaviours were codified as a matter of etiquette, and where the family as a private unit started to be hived off from the rest of society.

   In the medieval and early modern worlds, for most people, there was no expectation whatever of privacy as we now think of it. Families were mixed and woven into the rest of society. Upper-class households would have had servants whose presence extended into the most intimate settings of dress and toilet; the peasantry lived cheek by jowl with each other in multigenerational families. Life was overwhelmingly communal. The historian of childhood Hugh Cunningham writes: ‘Living conditions in medieval houses gave little opportunity for privacy, whether for adults or for children, and in the outside world children were immediately part of a society in which the ages mixed, and in which neighbours played their part in looking after children.’15

   All of that has implications for the literature of childhood. If you’re going to have a special category of storytelling that’s ‘suitable’ or ‘unsuitable’ for children, you’re going to need a special separate space in which the stories can be told. You’re going to need an idea of the child’s persona and inner life as something distinct from that of an adult. And, for a written children’s literature, perhaps it goes without saying, you’re going to need children (or, first, adults) who can read.

   Ariès argued that children would tend to join the adult world as early as seven or sooner. The horror with which we now view the sexualising of children is historically specific: children were frequently married off before adolescence. And children worked. Especially for poor families – and long before even the most rudimentary forms of contraception were available – a child was a potentially catastrophic drain on the exchequer. Parents couldn’t afford to keep them economically unproductive – which is, in modern terms, almost a defining characteristic of childhood. Children would leave the family home to be apprenticed to a trade, or would be expected to help with work conducted in the home or to look after younger children, as soon as they were physically able.

   The British social historian Lawrence Stone, in his The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500–1800 (1977), developed a similar case when considering the early modern period. He thought that ‘affective individualism’ – aka loving marriages and doting parenthood – didn’t really come in until the eighteenth century for practical reasons. He went so far as to claim that the enduring high levels of infant mortality meant that parents didn’t even name their children until they were two or three years old, did not mourn dead children in the way we do now, and would breezily reuse the name of a child who died in infancy for a younger sibling who looked like having a better chance of making it.

   The evidence for all this is, at best, circumstantial, not least because child mortality continued to be horrifyingly high until long after the rise of affective individualism: in Manchester’s slums in 1840, infant mortality was at 57 per cent. And there has been a distinct pushback in recent decades against the strong versions of these arguments. As critics of Stone have pointed out, reusing a name could just as easily be evidence of deep grief as of cold pragmatism; and common sense tells us that it’s unlikely that, even all those years ago, people didn’t love their children in much the way that we do and mourn them when they died.16 I think of Chaucer’s dedication of his 1390s Treatise on the Astrolabe, to ‘litil childe Lowys my sone’. It is impossible not to read paternal tenderness in those words.

   Yet childhood certainly was an often brutal and distinctly limited phase of life from the classical period right up to the nineteenth century. Children weren’t, as they are now, seen as something intrinsically precious. Much as we might like to think that child abandonment was a unique cruelty of the ancient world, it continued right into the modern period. In Western Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, rates of abandonment seemed to fluctuate between about 10 and, in some places, as much as 50 per cent – and the availability of orphanages or foundling hospitals correlated with a rise in these figures. Medieval and early modern people may have loved their children, after their fashion. But an affectively bonded nuclear family with the care of children at the heart of its endeavours was for most people for most of history economically unsustainable. Childhood was a luxury children could not afford.

   What changed? Perhaps the most important historical shift was the steady spread of universal education. This was important because it started to create the space for, and the idea of, a childhood that would run from infancy to mid- or late adolescence. For the ancients, education was not something specially associated with childhood. By the end of the nineteenth century, it was its defining characteristic.

   The alternative to school was not play: it was work. From medieval times, children in peasant societies had been involved in seasonal agricultural and domestic labour, and child labour continued to be seen as completely natural and, indeed, desirable right into the nineteenth century. When Daniel Defoe toured England in the early eighteenth century, he reported approvingly from Norfolk that ‘the very children after four or five years of age, could every one earn their own bread’.17

   From the late eighteenth century – as the grimness of some of that bread-earning came to public attention – the excellence of this norm started to be questioned. Jonas Hanway’s 1766 An Earnest Appeal for Mercy to the Children of the Poor, for instance, made the (admittedly weak sauce) appeal that, if children did have to work, we should at least make it nicer for them: ‘it should be considered how to make labour as pleasant […] as little irksome as possible, and with a tender regard to the measure of a young person’s strength of body or mind.’18

   That tendency was to go further. Attention started to be paid to the physical harms involved – particularly of children involved in the manufacturing of cotton, where by 1835 nearly half the workers were under eighteen. The Industrial Revolution had made the child labour problem (as we would think of it now but they did not think of it then) worse rather than better. Children were cheaper to employ, and the competitiveness of many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century industries depended on them. A Yorkshire man, Richard Oastler, petitioned Parliament in 1833 to complain that he lived in

   a district of England, where Infants labour for their Parents’ food; – labour for their own sustenance; – and die, – absolutely die, in their efforts to live! […] It is notorious that the health of the negro slave, of the adult felon, of the horse, of the ass, of the hare, of the rabbit, of the partridge, of the pheasant, of the cabbage and of the strawberry, is protected by law; but at the same time the children of the poor are unprotected by the law, – are treated by their employers with a rigour unheard of in the most barbarous regions; and are absolutely, sometimes worked to death.19 


   It became a commonplace in what we’d now think of as liberal circles that child labour bore comparison to slavery in the colonies – which, in the 1830s, was the subject of popular emancipation campaigns. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who campaigned for an Act of Parliament to protect children in the workforce, talked of ‘our poor little White-slaves, the children in our cotton Factories’. Coleridge mocked the so-called ‘free labour’ of children (a term for children not formally apprenticed and so still living with their parents): ‘If the labour were indeed free, the contract would approach, on the one side, too near to suicide, on the other to manslaughter.’20

   The emblematic figure of the child labourer came to be the chimney-sweep – and it’s scarcely surprising that it did. Sweeps were prone to diseases of the lungs, injuries from falling, could be encouraged up chimneys by having their feet pricked or fires lit under them, and – according to Hugh Cunningham – ‘if they avoided death by suffocation they were peculiarly liable to cancer of the scrotum’. It wasn’t a nice job. In 1785 the same Jonas Hanway wrote A Sentimental History of Chimney Sweepers in London and Westminster, shewing the necessity of putting them under regulations, to prevent the grossest inhumanity to the climbing boys.21

   Five years later the first part of William Blake’s ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ appeared in Songs of Innocence: ‘When my mother died I was very young / And my father sold me while yet my tongue, / Could scarcely cry weep weep weep weep. / So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep.’ The poem presents a dream of ‘thousands of sweepers Dick, Joe, Ned & Jack […] all of them lock’d up in coffins of black’. There’s a resonant echo, there, of Cinderella sleeping in soot – and Blake’s visual contrast of the soot-blackened sweep with the angelic image of a ‘naked & white’ child in a state of innocence is one whose symbolic and theological implications were irresistible. A mythology of the child chimney-sweep, then, of industrial dirt versus the purity of childhood in nature, was getting on for a century old by the time Charles Kingsley came to write The Water-Babies (1862).

   It was not until the nineteenth century, though, that the English state started to take a serious legislative interest in child labour, with the first half of the century seeing a succession of interventions to protect children in the workforce. The Health and Morals of Apprentices Act of 1802, inspired by an outbreak of fever in a Lancashire cotton works, sought to protect apprentices working in cotton mills by requiring minimum levels of ventilation and cleanliness. In 1819 Robert Peel sponsored an Act that forbade children under the age of nine from being employed in cotton mills, limited the working hours of children and stipulated that they could not be made to work at night. Subsequent inquiries looked at conditions in mining and other industries that heavily employed children.

   The effect of these and other Acts of Parliament was to recognise that pre-adolescent children had rights, and deserved protections, that could supersede the authority of their parents or the economic needs of their employers. They moved towards a recognition that childhood had a span, and a much longer one than had been previously acknowledged: puberty, ‘at or about the fourteenth year’, was when ‘the body becomes more capable of enduring protracted labour [and] they cease to be under the complete control of their parents and guardians’. At the same time as opinion moved against the idea that children should be expected to work, it moved gradually instead towards the notion that children – all children – should be educated.

   These changes in law and society did not emerge spontaneously. From the Enlightenment onward, the idea took hold that a child had its own properties and was more than just an adult-in-training. Something changed. And the change took place both in the realm of ideas and in the shape of day-to-day life.
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The Child Is Father of the Man

   John Locke · Jean-Jacques Rousseau · William Blake · William Wordsworth

   An Essay Concerning Human Understanding; Some Thoughts Concerning Education; Emile; Songs of Innocence and of Experience; Ode: Intimations of Immortality

   This is where Locke and Rousseau and the Romantics come in. In his 1689 An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, John Locke (1632–1704) advanced what has become one of the most influential ideas, or you could say catchphrases, in history: that the human mind at birth is a tabula rasa, or ‘blank slate’. It’s an idea so powerful that you can still find Steven Pinker arguing against it22 more than three hundred years later. Locke didn’t in fact use the expression ‘blank slate’, taking instead a more contemporary image of the infant mind as ‘white paper, void of all characters’. But the phrase (versions of which go back to Aristotle) has attached itself to his argument. Locke said that at birth human beings have no innate knowledge. What writes on this white paper, he argued, is experience of the world.

   Here, if you like, is one pole of the nature/nurture debate. Though Locke didn’t press the point explicitly, the idea of the mind as a blank slate is one that has strong implications for religious tradition. A blank slate will not only be unmarked by a facility for differential calculus; it will be unmarked by the knowledge of good and evil. No innate knowledge: no original sin. And that – in terms not only of the nature of children, but also of its implications for what education might usefully do – signalled a momentous shift.

   Locke advanced the implications of this idea in Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693). Originally written as a set of letters to some friends who had solicited his advice on childrearing, its modest title belies the scale of its influence. If the human child really is a blank slate, then childhood experience, directed by a programme of education, is everything. He sets out his stall in Part One:

   Of all the men we meet with, nine parts of ten are what they are, good or evil, useful or not, by their education. ’Tis that which makes the great difference in mankind.


   Accordingly, he sets about trying to show how a boy (it is mostly a boy – though he speaks out against the negative effects on girls of tight-laced bodices and foot binding) may be built into a virtuous and reasonable man.

   Despite his great learning and his fervent enthusiasm for rationality, Locke spends the first of the three sections of the book on the question of how to encourage physical health. Mens sana in corpore sano. He was keen on cold baths, disapproved of children being coddled by wrapping them too warm in winter, and had firm if eccentric views on the wholesomeness of various fruits: children should be kept at all times from melons, peaches, ‘most sorts of plums, and all sorts of grapes in England’ (‘very unwholesome’), though strawberries, cherries, gooseberries and currants could be eaten safely when ripe, and apples ‘never did anybody hurt, that I know of, after October’.

   He sums up his prescriptions thus: ‘plenty of open air, exercise, and sleep, plain diet, no wine or strong drink, and very little or no physick, not too warm and strait clothing, especially the head and feet kept cold, and the feet often used to cold water, and exposed to wet’. Locke’s Fungus-the-Bogeyman insistence on children benefiting from squelching around in wet shoes (he’s very particular on this one) is one of the aspects of his treatise that has aged least well – but much of what he writes would sit quite comfortably in a modern childrearing manual. He may spend more time worrying about regular bowel movements (the prime concern of the first twenty-five pages of his book) than we do now, but Locke’s idea that good health in childhood is of prime importance is one that has only deepened.

   Locke’s basic idea here was that habit, more than anything else, shaped a child’s character. Rather than chastise a child with physical blows and force them into a particular set of socially appropriate behaviours, he said, you were better off nourishing the root than pruning the tree. If a child does what it’s told because of fear of punishment, it will not internalise the principles underlying the rules – and, indeed, it’ll develop a habit of dishonesty to avoid being punished for its transgressions.

   Rather, you want to cultivate a child’s willing assent to behaving well by modelling the behaviour you’d wish the child to reproduce, rewarding honesty and encouraging in the child as early as possible the habit of restraint: ‘the great principle and foundation of all virtue and worth is placed in this: that a man is able to deny himself his own desires, cross his own inclinations, and purely follow what reason directs as best, though the appetite lean the other way’. Here, as we’ll see, is where he differs from his great successor Rousseau.

   Blank slate man or no, Locke didn’t think we are all born identical. Rather, what is required of a child ‘should be adapted to his capacity, and any way suited to the child’s natural genius and constitution […] God has stamped certain characters upon men’s minds, which like their shapes, may perhaps be a little mended, but can hardly be totally altered and transformed into the contrary.’ You find throughout Locke’s essay a genial pragmatism. He acknowledges the basic disposition of children to delight: ‘Recreation,’ he says, ‘is as necessary as labour or food.’

   So when he comes to the question of what we’d now call education, i.e. book-learning, Locke upsets convention and (as he seems to think) surprises his audience by counselling against cramming children with the grammar of dead languages and abstract philosophy. A child’s natural love of liberty and play, he argues, is the best ally in the quest for academic excellence. Reading, and learning, will be easier if it’s fun: ‘a child will learn three times as much when he is in tune, as he will with double the time and pains when he goes awkwardly or is dragged unwillingly to it.’

   Why not teach the alphabet with toys? ‘There may be dice and play-things,’ he suggests, ‘with the letters on them to teach children the alphabet by playing; and twenty other ways may be found, suitable to their particular tempers, to make this kind of learning a sport to them.’ When it comes to children’s literature, he prescribes

   some easy pleasant book, suited to his capacity […] wherein the entertainment that he finds might draw him on, and reward his pains in reading […] I think Aesop’s Fables the best, which being stories apt to delight and entertain a child, may yet afford useful reflections to a grown man […] If his Aesop has pictures in it, it will entertain him much the better, and encourage him to read.


   He adds that some Bible stories – those with ‘easy and plain moral rules’, such as David and Goliath or Joseph and his brothers – are more suitable for children than others. Locke recognised that simple stories were most appealing to children – and, being a man of his time, it made sense to him that those stories would carry a moral. In 1703 he went on to prepare for publication an edition of Aesop’s Fables of his own; and it was handsomely illustrated. Here we are again, almost, with Heracles and his lion; before the novel was even thought of, myths and fables were the introduction to narrative for children.

   Locke established a way of thinking about childhood. Children had their own propensities and impulses, chief among them a natural love of freedom and an instinct for play, which needed to be acknowledged and celebrated rather than suppressed by force. The business of education was to work with the grain of those propensities. Locke knew that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.

   In the great one-two punch of early modern theories of childhood, the second boxing glove belonged to the French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau’s Emile, or On Education (1762) went into English the following year and has been incalculably influential on Western European thinking about childhood ever since. It’s an unusual sort of book; not quite a how-to, and more a philosophical meditation dressed up as a Bildungsroman. In it, Rousseau imagines that he’s the tutor to a child called Emile, whose life from childhood to young manhood the action of the book traces. ‘This is,’ he admits in his Preface, ‘not so much a treatise on education as the visions of a dreamer with regard to education.’

   Rousseau’s view was that the mistake educators had always made was ‘they are always looking for the man in the child, without considering what he is before he becomes a man’. The idea that children were merely defective or incomplete adults, adults-in-waiting who were to be forcibly chivvied to the finishing post, was to miss the distinctiveness of childhood itself.

   That distinctiveness, in Rousseau’s account, was what we would later call innocence. Children were not, as the Church had long contended, innately evil and in need of leading to salvation. Rather, they were neither good nor evil – the very concepts belonged to the sort of adult reasoning of which children are incapable: ‘Wholly unmoral in his actions, he can do nothing morally wrong, and he deserves neither punishment nor reproof.’

   Rousseau was in conscious dialogue with Locke. Where Locke exalted reason as the guiding light of a programme of education, Rousseau turned this aspect of his argument upside down:

   ‘Reason with children’ was Locke’s chief maxim; it is in the height of fashion at present, and I hardly think it is justified by its results; those children who have been constantly reasoned with strike me as exceedingly silly. Of all man’s faculties, reason, which is, so to speak, compounded of all the rest, is the last and choicest growth, and it is this you would use for the child’s early training […] You begin at the wrong end; you make the end the means.


   For Rousseau, nature was what guided the proper growth of a child. The thing was to allow them to grow according to their own natures, and according to nature in general: ‘The child’s individual bent […] must be thoroughly known before we can choose the fittest moral training.’ The teacher should learn from the pupil how to teach them. In this, Rousseau resembles Locke more than the crude ‘blank slate’ reading of Locke would have it. The differences between them, it seems to me, are often in emphasis more than they are in kind. Both took the view that, as Wordsworth was later to put it, ‘the Child is Father of the Man’, both were broadly in favour of sparing the rod, and both asked educators to work with the grain of a child’s nature rather than against it.

   But where Locke wanted to encourage an adult consciousness (and specifically an adult conscience) in children as soon as possible – he wanted us to treat children as reasonable beings even before they were able to reason – Rousseau took a slightly different tack. He thought that, rather than immiserate the child in the hopes of making them happy as an adult, educators should grasp the present moment and encourage the children to thrive as children – a consideration all the more urgent given the infant mortality rates when he was writing: ‘Of all the children who are born scarcely one half reach adolescence, and it is very likely your pupil will not live to be a man. What is to be thought, therefore, of that cruel education which sacrifices the present to an uncertain future, that burdens a child with all sorts of restrictions and begins by making him miserable, in order to prepare him for some far-off happiness which he may never enjoy?’

   As Rousseau saw it, nurture – or civilisation – was where it all went wrong. ‘Our wisdom is slavish prejudice, our customs consist in control, constraint, compulsion. Civilised man is born and dies a slave. The infant is bound up in swaddling clothes, the corpse is nailed down in his coffin. All his life long, man is imprisoned by our institutions.’ Rousseau extolled, and somewhat romanticised, the wisdom of rural life against the unnatural affectations of urban elites.

   Accordingly, and two hundred years ahead of his time, he was strongly in favour of breastfeeding and thought the widespread practice of swaddling infants was an abomination. He argued that a mother’s unconditional love was vital to a child’s proper development – that the maternal relationship was the primary one – and that stern or absent fathers were neglecting their natural duties too:

   Poverty, pressure of business, mistaken social prejudices, none of these can excuse a man from his duty, which is to support and educate his own children. If a man of any natural feeling neglects these sacred duties he will repent it with bitter tears and will never be comforted.


   Mind you, Rousseau was on the face of it a do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do kind of guy. Notoriously, when young and penniless he bullied his mistress Thérèse into turning the children she bore him over to a foundling hospital rather than raise them himself (he got her mother to help pressure her into it because she ‘feared the inconvenience of a brat’). Passages like the one I quote above could be, and often have been, adduced as evidence of Rousseau’s hypocrisy. But I wonder if there’s a kinder way to see it. He wrote those words a decade or so after abandoning his own children. Could they not rather be a token of his repenting that failure with bitter tears?

   Rousseau associated childhood with happiness. Reason may have been necessary for human prospering, but it was also the source of all human misery: ‘We pity the sufferings of childhood; we should pity ourselves; our worst sorrows are of our own making.’ There’s a voltage of feeling when he writes: ‘Love childhood, indulge its sports, its pleasures, its delightful instincts. Who has not sometimes regretted that age when laughter was ever on the lips, and when the heart was ever at peace? Why rob these innocents of the joys which pass so quickly, of that precious gift which they cannot abuse?’

   Here, then, is the fountainhead of much of how childhood came to be understood: as a time associated with happiness, innocence, freedom and the natural world; and as a rebuking antithesis to the corruptions of urban civilisation and the chiselling miseries and compromises of adult life. Like many theorists of childhood, Rousseau’s way of thinking was blissfully uncompromised by much in the way of hands-on experience with actual children. This idea of childhood, then, as ever, served a rather adult need – and it’s worth noticing, too, that it circles round to a Christian schema by the back door. Childhood is Eden; adulthood our fallen state.

   In the decades after its publication, Emile spawned countless imitators. The scholar Peter Coveney23 estimates that there were more than two hundred treatises on education published in England alone before the end of the eighteenth century; across the channel Madame de Staël reported in 1788 that ‘everyone has adopted Rousseau’s physical system of education’. And even if we don’t now use Emile as a childcare manual (its injunctions on toughening kids up would no longer pass the safeguarding test),24 its way of thinking about childhood is the air we all still breathe.

   Rousseau’s idea of childhood was taken further by the writers of the Romantic era. Childhood innocence was sacralised. For Blake, reason was ‘mind-forg’d manacles’; for Wordsworth, in his ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’ (1807), ‘Heaven lies about us in our infancy!’ The binary division of William Blake’s most accessible work, Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1794), lodged in the Western mind.

   Children came to be seen as closer to God, and more alive to beauty and wonder, than adults; the ‘inner child’ (as it was not then called) was not just the father to the man but the heart of his creative and moral faculties. One scholar reckoned Wordsworth’s view to have had ‘as powerful an influence on nineteenth-century ideas of childhood as Freud has had on present-day ones’.25 And it was under the influence of such ideas that many of the social changes I describe above were taking place.

   If children were more than just apprentice adults, if childhood was a distinctive and special category of existence, then the stage was set for the emergence of a distinctive literature that would speak to children. But it was one shaped at every turn by the hopes, nostalgia, moral schemes, class prejudices and sentimental imaginings of the adults who created it.
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‘Come, Boy, Learn to Be Wise’
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   John Amos Comenius · James Janeway · John Bunyan · Isaac Watts · John Newbery · Sarah Fielding · Anna Laetitia Barbauld · Sarah Trimmer · Martha Mary Sherwood · Charles and Mary Lamb · Giambattista Basile · The Brothers Grimm · Charles Perrault · Hans Christian Andersen

  

 
  
   Moralists and Fabulists

   
Lessons from the Puritans

   John Amos Comenius · James Janeway · John Bunyan · Isaac Watts · John Newbery

   
Orbis Sensualium Pictus; A Token for Children; The Pilgrim’s Progress; A Book for Boys and Girls; Divine Songs; A Little Pretty Pocket-Book; The Lilliputian Magazine; The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes


   The tug of war between instruction and delight in children’s literature goes right back to the very beginning. The dawning of the so-called Golden Age, smack-bang in the middle of the nineteenth century, with Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Tom Brown’s School Days and The Water-Babies, set children’s writing on a path to modernity. But it didn’t come from nowhere, and it was preceded by two distinct traditions that, in varying ways, it responded to or assimilated. The first of these traditions was instructive; the second narrative. And it’s to the first that what’s generally described as the world’s first children’s book belongs.

   Orbis Sensualium Pictus (1658) is a bit like an illustrated encyclopaedia. The Enlightenment was just getting under way, Knowing Things was in fashion, and its author, a Moravian educationalist called John Amos Comenius (1592–1670), saw no reason children shouldn’t be part of it. Originally published in German and Latin, it became popular throughout Europe and was in English26 within a year of its original German publication: ‘It is a little book, as you see, and no great bulk, yet a brief of the whole World, and a whole language: full of Pictures, Nomenclatures, and Descriptions of things.’

   Comenius was not kidding about the whole world: Orbis Pictus is a wildly ambitious omnium-gatherum, which can still be read with pleasure and curiosity, covering everything from animal noises (we learn that ‘the Lamb blaiteth’, ‘the Goose gagleth’, ‘the Duck quaketh’, ‘the Bear grumbleth’, ‘the Chicken peepeth’ and, mindful perhaps of all this good eating nearby, ‘the Dog grinneth’) to comparative religion.

   Here, in true Enlightenment style, is an attempt to gather information about the world about us and organise it into categories (‘Flying Vermin’ are differentiated from ‘Crawling Vermin’, for instance, and freshwater from marine fish). The reader learns about animals, vegetables, minerals and natural processes, and then about Man – inside and out. There’s even an agreeable chapter on ‘Deformed and Monstrous People’, illustrated by pictures of a giant, a dwarf, ‘One with two Bodies’ and ‘One with two Heads’ – the last two categories, possibly for reasons of space, being combined into one very amusing illustration. Our students are invited to consider the ‘jolt-headed’, the ‘goggle-eyed’, the ‘blubber-lipped’ and the ‘wry-necked’ among us with the dispassionate eye of the scientist.27

   In due course Comenius turns to Man’s social organisation and effect on his environment, from gardening and agriculture to fishing and hunting to butchery and brewing. Different shops, domestic spaces and professions are quite charmingly described in simple language. In a reflexive twist, it even offers introductions to the history of the written word (‘The Ancients writ in Tables done over with wax, with a brazen Poitrel, with the sharp end, whereof Letters were engraved, and rubbed out again with the broad end’), paper-making, printing and bookselling. It all reminds me, just a little, of the educational excursions ‘through the Round Window’ in the Play School of my own childhood.

   Like that Play School slot, its educative project is advanced by the appeal to pleasure and curiosity. Its preface argues that the key to getting knowledge of the world into children’s heads is to make it concretely available to their senses – ‘not obscure, or confused, but apparent, distinct, and articulate, as the Fingers on the Hands. The ground of this business is that sensual objects be rightly presented to the senses. I say, and say it again loud, that this last is the foundation of all the rest.’

   Eye-catching pictures are accompanied by parallel descriptions in Latin and the reader’s own vernacular, in order to associate these images and words firmly together: not ‘torment to be in the School, but dainty-fare’. Its ‘Symbolical Alphabet’ – associating letter-shapes and letter-sounds with images – will help children learn to read without ‘troublesome torture of wits’. There are the stirrings, here, of a sort of intuitive cognitive science.

   But Orbis Pictus also, in form and content, evinces a sense of the structures and hierarchy into which the child is expected to fit. It is bookended by images of a master and his pupil standing in the countryside outside a city. The opening image is headed ‘The Invitation’, and the text begins with the master’s words: ‘Come, boy, learn to be wise.’ The envoi is marked ‘The Close’: the same child stands in the countryside outside a city. His teacher is gesticulating with one hand. It looks now as if he might not be beginning a lecture so much as offering one last word of advice to his charge before the boy sets off on a journey. Comenius intends to send a child on the journey from childhood to adulthood, and from foolishness to wisdom.

   The closing words of the book are addressed to the child reader:

   
Thus thou hast seen in short, all things that can be shewed, and hast learned the chief words of the English and Latin Tongue.

Go on now and read other good Books diligently, and thou shalt become learned, wise, and godly.

Remember these things; fear God, and call upon him, that he may bestow upon thee the Spirit of Wisdom.

Farewell. 



   
   
   
   There’s a touching tenderness to the image Comenius presents of a child’s proper place and the road to adulthood, but the watchwords are conventional: piety, labour, chastisement, reverence and service; all under the aegis of duty to parents and, above them, duty to God and gratitude for His grace. Where Comenius is forward-looking is in tipping his floppy seventeenth-century hat to the pleasure principle. Not all who followed, particularly not the English writers in the century or two after, did. In the unimprovable formula of another critic, children’s literature through most of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was dominated by ‘Calvinists of unrelenting severity’.28

   Severest of the lot was the Puritan hellfire preacher James Janeway (1636–1674) – now forgotten by all but scholars of this sort of thing, but rivalled only by Bunyan and the Bible for popularity in his own era. His best-known work, A Token for Children: Being an exact account of the conversion, holy and exemplary lives, and joyful deaths of several young children. In two parts (1671) was going into edition after edition hundreds of years after his death. John Wesley published an edited and updated version of it in the following century, and, in the US, that notorious fun-sponge Cotton Mather produced a home-grown knock-off called A Token for the Children of New England.

   Janeway’s A Token is your basic snuff-fiction anthology: thirteen supposedly true stories of piteous infants rolling a seven and going gladly, but painfully, to their Maker. Its purpose was not to entertain so much as to scare the willies out of its young audience, taking a shock-and-awe approach to the business of converting them to Janeway’s austere Puritan creed. ‘Sarah Howley’ dies before she turns ten, but finds time to warn her schoolmates: ‘O make use of time to get Christ for your souls; spend no time in running up and down in playing.’

   The stories all follow a similar pattern: conversion, astounding protestations of faith, copious tears and self-reproach, and a peaceful death. Janeway lends them authenticity by including dates, names and details of their parents’ employment or circumstances, and often descriptions of how the stories came to him. He boasts in his first preface that ‘several passages are taken verbatim in writing from their dying lips’. But what’s absent, however they are differentiated in their labelling, is any real novelistic detail that makes the children sound or seem like human children: they are paragons, exemplars, mash-ups of Bible verses and pious sayings. Writing for children, in this account of it, is designed to affect rather than to reflect its audience.
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