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    RUDYARD KIPLING


    ENGLISH NOVELIST, POET AND SHORT STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in Bombay (India) in 1865.


      	Died in London in 1936.


      	Notable works:


      	The Jungle Book (1894), story collection


      	Captains Courageous (1897), novel


      	Just So Stories (1902), story collection

    


    Rudyard Kipling is considered one of the most eminent English writers of his generation, and is remembered for his writings on the British Empire and India and his children’s stories. Though his infamous celebration of European imperialism means that he is sometimes regarded as antiquated and problematic in the context of increasingly socially liberal Western societies, his novels, stories and poetry are highly regarded for their expertise, ingenuity and vibrancy. He was born in Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1965 to English parents and, after being educated in England, returned to India to work as a journalist. It was here that he began publishing his poetry and short stories, and he returned to England in 1889 to fanfare about the quality and popularity of his writing. In England Kipling found himself increasingly well-regarded as a writer and embarked on a prolific career that included a huge number of short stories and poetry collections, as well as four novels. In 1907, he became the first English person to win the coveted Nobel Prize for Literature and continued to write right up to his death in 1936, at the age of 70. 

  


  
    KIM


    A COMING-OF-AGE STORY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Kipling, R. (1998) Kim. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      	1st edition: 1901


      	Themes: colonialism, British Empire, India, coming-of-age, race, religion, espionage

    


    Kim is a novel set in late 19th-century British India, inspired by Kipling’s time living there as a journalist. It follows the episodic adventures of Kim, a young English vagabond who grew up on the streets of Lahore (now in Pakistan), as he accompanies a Buddhist lama on a quest and is recruited into the British Intelligence Service. Kim was met with critical acclaim when it was published in 1901, and is widely recognised both as Kipling’s finest work, and as one of the greatest British novels ever written about India. It is particularly well known for its detailed and startlingly vibrant depiction of the rich and diverse social, spiritual and natural culture of India. The novel has had a significant effect on British society, notably by popularising the term ‘the Great Game’ to describe political tensions between the Russian and British Empires throughout the 19th century. Due to its episodic nature, Kim has sometimes been described as a picaresque novel, though its genre also notably falls into the category of bildungsroman (meaning a novel which follows the spiritual development of its central character).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE QUEST BEGINS


    Kim is a young British boy, living on the streets of Lahore following the death of his Irish soldier father and poverty-stricken mother. He forges an existence by doing odd jobs for local acquaintances, including Mahbub Ali, a horse trader and an Afghan Muslim in the employ of the British Secret Service. Kim is well-known in Lahore and is so immersed in the culture that he seems himself to be native to the country. He carries around documents given to him by his mother proving his origins in a pouch around his neck but is otherwise without possessions or identification.


    One day he meets a Tibetan monk, or lama, known as the Teshoo lama, and in hope of good fortune and an escape from Lahore decides to become his disciple, travelling with him on the quest to find the ‘River of the Arrow’ – a river of Buddhist legend that the lama hopes will bring him enlightenment. Before setting off, they stay the night with Mahbub Ali, who sets Kim the task of delivering an important note to a British soldier in the town of Umballa. Kim accepts the task and he and the lama leave on the train in the morning, headed for the city of Benares. They stop off at Umballa, and Kim gives the note to the soldier, overhearing that it contains information on an intended rebellion from several Indian kings in the north of India. The English man is an intelligence operative who is then overheard ordering deployments of troops to the north in order to counter the uprisings.


    A PROPHECY FULFILLED


    On the Grand Trunk Road, the lama and Kim join the entourage of a well-off Indian widow, and travel with and are fed by her. They come across a camp of British troops on the road, and Kim recognises the crest of the flag (a red bull on a green background) from a prophecy passed down to him by his father, telling him that his luck will change on finding this image. Kim investigates closer and is caught by an English Protestant chaplain, who reads the documents in his pouch and finds him to be of British origin. Kim is then forced to remain with the British soldiers and told that he will be sent to military school and taken away from his beloved lama. Kim is beaten by the other boys at the school and told that he must become a soldier like his father. However, the lama, distressed at his disciple’s leaving him, decides to pay his tuition to an exclusive school for British children in India which Kim will attend. Kim despises living with the British troops, is ostracised because of his unusual upbringing and must be forcefully prevented from re-joining the lama in his quest. In desperation Kim writes to Mahbub Ali, asking to be rescued. Mahbub Ali comes but does not rescue him, instead introducing him to Colonel Creighton, the soldier to whom Kim delivered a letter previously.


    TWO EDUCATIONS


    Kim travels down south to the school, St Xavier’s, and though he seems to enjoy himself there, very little is said of what it is like. During the holidays, he is meant to go study at a military school, but instead goes to stay with Mahbub Ali – learning in the process of his connections to the British Intelligence Services in India. As it is becoming too late to go to the military school, he is invited to go stay with Lurgan Sahib – a man of English origins who owns a shop in Simla and teaches Kim the basics of espionage. The lessons include the Jewell Game, a memory exercise that involves remembering the positions and names of vast numbers of arbitrary items, disguising and acting as other identities – the latter of which Kim excels at. Soon after Kim goes back to school – now aged 16 – Mahbub Ali and Colonel Creighton, who are grooming Kim for the Secret Service, decide to take him out and allow him to return to Teshoo lama’s side for six months in order to reacquaint him with life at the bottom of Indian society.


    Kim finds the lama in the city of Benares at a Buddhist monastery. He travelled with another member of the secret service, an Indian man referred to as Babu, who gives him an amulet that identifies him as a member of the service to others in it. On seeing Kim, the lama reveals that he has been waiting for him to return in order to return to his quest of finding the River of the Arrow. The two set off, and on the way on the train Kim saves the life of a fellow agent by helping him to disguise himself. They hope to stay with the wealthy woman they met on the Grand Trunk Road earlier in the story. On the way, Kim bumps into Babu, who is disguised as a travelling doctor. He tells Kim that he has met two Russian foreign agents, one of them French and one Russian, in the north of India near the Himalayas. He claims that they are conspiring with the five northern kings mentioned in the first half of the story and are planning out strategic points in the region. He wants Kim’s help stealing the documents from these men to incriminate them to the British Intelligence Services. Kim agrees, and convinces the lama to move their search for the River of the Arrow to the north.


    CONCLUSIONS


    Babu befriends the two agents and becomes their guide around the region. They accidentally bump into Kim and the lama, however, and the two groups sit down together. An altercation occurs when one of the men attempts to buy one of the lama’s precious drawings, ripping it. He then punches the lama in the face, to the outrage of Kim and their various Indian servants – all of whom are outraged at the violence against the holy man. In the confusion, Kim manages to steal a chest containing all their documents and he and the lama head to the wealthy woman, known as the Kulu woman. The lama is distressed because in the moment of being hit he wanted the man to die – something which goes against his search for enlightenment. When they get to the Kulu woman, Kim is completely exhausted from lugging around the documents at the same time as looking after the lama. While he recovers and gives the documents and letters (which contain evidence of Russian foul play during the Great Game and even of treason within Britain) to Babu, who has come to visit him, the lama goes soul-searching on his own, and after two days of meditation and fasting goes into a trance, imagining his soul to have transcended his body and gained enlightenment. However, in this state he realises that if he were to leave the world behind Kim would be left alone, and as a result decides to return to his body. On waking he finds that he has fallen into a river – and believes it to be representative of the River of the Arrow.

  


  
    CHARACTERS


    KIM


    Kimball O’Hara (or ‘Kim’) is the eponymous protagonist of the novel, which follows his psychological and moral development between the ages of 13 and 16. He is of Irish decent, forced into living on the streets of Lahore by the tragic deaths of his soldier father and his mother. As such, he has grown up in the same way as the Indian children around him, and is fully knowledgeable about the language and customs of the place: “black as any native; though he spoke the vernacular by preference, and his mother-tongue in a clipped uncertain sing-song; though he consorted on terms of perfect equality with the small boys of the bazaar; Kim was white – a poor white of the very poorest” (p.1). Kim loves India, sees it as his native country, and indeed knows far more about its culture and customs than he does about those of the British. Kim is precocious and wild – traits that he seems to have developed as a way of surviving life on the streets of Lahore – and delights in winding up the people he meets along his journey. As such, he is both mischievous and wholly good-hearted, the lama describing him as “thoughtful, wise and courteous, but something of a small imp” (p.70).


    Throughout the novel Kim seems, because of his upbringing and native knowledge of Indian custom, to almost transcend race and caste. For example, Teshoo lama is surprised when he hears that he is of British parentage: “no white man knows the land and the customs of the land as thou knowest” (p.91). As Kim comes to terms with the nature of his origins, and the effect that his ethnicity has on his position in British India, however, he becomes more contemplative and unsure of his identity. He begins to see himself as not quite belonging to either Indian or British society – landing somewhere in the middle. Alan Sandison claims, in his introduction to the Oxford World’s Classics edition of Kim, that “he grows in the natural process of growth to an awareness of his difference, of his individual identity – and of his possible alienation” (p.xxiii). Indeed, Kim is increasingly aware of the displacing effect of his discoveries about his identity, wondering to himself towards the end “I am Kim. I am Kim. And what is Kim?” (p.282).


    TESHOO LAMA


    Teshoo lama, referred to throughout the novel merely as ‘lama’, is a Tibetan Buddhist who meets Kim outside the museum in Lahore. He appears strange to Kim, who has never seen anyone of his nationality: “such a man as Kim, who thought he knew all castes, had never seen. He was nearly six feet high, dressed in fold upon fold of dingy stuff like horse-blanketing” (p.4). Lama is described often in the novel as being mad, for example by Mahbub Ali as “quite mad, but a peaceful man” (p.173), but is a deeply spiritual and kind person, who sets off on a journey with Kim in a bid to find enlightenment and the ‘River of the Arrow’ as described in Buddhist scripture. Throughout this journey, the lama and Kim in their relationship of priest and disciple develop a deep bond. Later in the novel, the lama even agrees to pay Kim’s school fees and waits for him to return before continuing on his quest for enlightenment. In Kim, Teshoo lama represents the duality of a modern India – an ancient religious leader traversing the industrial trainlines in the bid to find a mythical river. As such, he is often bewildered by the modernised India that he sees on his travels, saying of a train station, for example: “’this is the work of devils!’ said the lama, recoiling from the hollow echoing darkness, the glimmer of rails between the masonry platforms, and the maze of girders above” (p.26). Though the novel is primarily centred around Kim’s development and coming-of-age, the secondary journey of the lama’s quest to find the River of the Arrow is resolved when he believes that he has reached enlightenment and returns to Kim.


    MAHBUB ALI


    Mahbub Ali is an old friend of Kim’s from his days doing errands for people on the streets of Lahore, “execut[ing] commissions by night on the crowded housetops for sleek and shiny young men of fashion” (p.3). Far from being a ‘sleek and shiny’ young man, however, Mahbub is a highly-regarded and well-known Afghan Muslim man, who is “known as one of the best horse-dealers in the Punjab, a wealthy and enterprising trader


    COLONEL CREIGHTON
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