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This is the sort of book we like

(For you and I are very small),

With pictures stuck in anyhow,

And hardly any words at all.

You will not understand a word

Of all the words, including mine;

Never you trouble; you can see,

And all directness is divine –

Stand up and keep your childishness:

Read all the pedants’ screeds and strictures;

But don’t believe in anything

That can’t be told in coloured pictures.

Inscribed by G. K. Chesterton to
a young friend, in a picture book
by Randolph Caldecott
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Introduction

Opening a picture book from your childhood can be dangerous.

To relive those bedtime stories so exactly, image by bright image, is to feel overwhelmed by how much else is irrecoverable: that room, your small body in pyjamas, your bear propped on the pillow, a parent’s voice.

For me, the book I must be most careful of is Hilda Boswell’s Treasury of Poetry. A few years ago my mother found my old copy, and brought it to London with her when she visited from the North. On the forest-green cover a boy and girl look towards a town with a castle and a bridge over a silver river. A rainbow frames them like a door. There are also, if you look carefully, by the roots of the trees and in the clover, tiny supernatural creatures with blossom bonnets and black eyes. The boy has bare feet; the girl wears a pink slip. They will walk down the hill into a new world.

Inside the cover it says:


TO: CLARE,

FROM: AUNTIE SUSIE AND UNCLE ARTHUR

XMAS 1980



I was two. I have no recollection whatsoever of an Auntie Susie or Uncle Arthur. Perhaps they were my fairy godparents.

That day, I opened the book and looked at the introduction Hilda Boswell wrote in 1968 for the first edition. ‘I have made this book especially for you,’ she said. ‘But not just for you, also for myself; not the present, grown-up self but the old self, the one left behind in childhood.’ And the book was a doorway for me too – I stepped through the rainbow and was small again.

One illustration shows images of cats and elves in a fire’s flames. ‘I like to sit at the fire and stare / At the curious things I can see in there’ – a poem by the grand-sounding Irene and Aubrey de Sélincourt. Had I ever looked at a fire and not heard those words? Another poem, ‘A Summer Morning’ by Rose Fyleman, tells of a little girl impelled to run towards the woods, ‘so far, so fast’. It is only on her arrival that she understands what brought her there: ‘On every leaf of every tree / A fairy sat and smiled at me!’ And beside it Boswell’s picture of pale fairies in the tremulous glade. How many summer mornings I had scanned the trees for them. How I had longed for that vision, like William Blake’s vision of angels!

With every page, my stomach lurched with some lost intensity. There was July, bringing ‘apricots and gillyflowers’. There was Charles Kingsley’s ‘The Lost Doll’, her ‘arms trodden off by the cows, dears’ – yet still beautiful to her owner. There was the spider luring me into his parlour.

Graham Greene wrote, in his essay ‘The Lost Childhood’, that ‘in childhood all books are books of divination’, and that ‘like the fortune teller who sees a long journey in the cards or death by water they influence the future’. This treasury, I realized, was the book that made me a poet. But more than that, I could see how it shaped my feelings. The pages were full of kindness: a bird bought to set it free; a coat to keep a little frog warm. And every page glowed with the wonder of being in the world: ‘The poppy’s in the corn; / I’m glad that I was born.’

In no time at all, I was crying. I told myself it was the hormones. That, and the question of whether it is better to be born or not is the kind of thing that gets pregnant women going.

In truth, pregnancy made me anxious. I had never been anxious and I was uncomfortable with this new self. I was becoming more like my mother. I love my mum very much but I didn’t want to be her, especially not circa 1982, always working herself into a stew with worry about us. We used to tease her about being ‘sacrificial’, the way she gave us the choicest bits of food at dinnertime, and I knew that she had given up her own ambitions as a writer when she started a family. Since falling pregnant I fretted about that glass of wine, my age, the odds on the Down’s test, my lack of maternity pay (I was self-employed). In bed at night, I agonized over the right position for the baby’s blood supply; twisted uncomfortably. I stopped eating what I wanted and ate what I was supposed to. I stopped thinking about my literary hopes, because they were over. That was it. With a baby, how would I write a great novel or break into movies or edit a magazine? It was impossible. I would never find the time, and anyway I was too old now.

I have always looked forward. In my poetry collections, I never dwelt on my childhood. I rarely thought about it even, especially since my dad died of cancer at fifty-three. It seemed such a bitter-sweet self-indulgence. I must confess, I never even allowed myself to miss people, or not in the way other people seemed to talk about it. I loved my dad more than anyone in the world, but I didn’t exactly miss him. Or, that is, I never thought: I wish my father was here to see this, or I’d like to talk to my father now. I didn’t let myself think like that.

But my life was over. I was becoming a mother, and, as a friend said over coffee: ‘It’s not about you any more, it has to be all about the children.’ I was moving to the edges of my own existence. This brought with it, along with the cravings for sweet-and-sour sauce and whole tubs of yoghurt, a disorientating nostalgia. I started to remember the time when I was a small child myself: everything still lying possible before me.

I found myself online ordering picture books. The Bears’ Picnic. Burglar Bill. Bread and Jam for Frances. It was bad luck to order them. I hadn’t even bought any tiny vests yet, and the baby would need those far sooner. But the baby was just an excuse, I was ordering them for myself. For, in Hilda Boswell’s words, ‘not the present, grown-up self but the old self, the one left behind in childhood.’

My childhood was ordinary in the best sense. Picture-book ordinary. I was brought up in a village outside Bolton called Edgworth. It had woods and reservoirs and verges full of meadowsweet, and three churches and five pubs. There was a store, Jack Holden’s, that sold the most wonderful ice cream made of condensed milk that people would travel miles for, an off-licence, a newsagent, a butcher’s shop, a greengrocer, a pharmacist, a gift shop and a chippy (where a red sausage always sat in its moist glass coffin). My grandparents ran the Post Office on the hill, and on the day I was born my father, half-crazed with excitement, yelled up to their window: ‘Wake up, it’s a little girl!’

My mum mainly looked after me and my little sister, but she also ran a playgroup in the cricket club with a friend, where her hand-puppet, Mrs Crow, told the story at circle time. My dad was deputy head of the village primary school, so every morning he would put on his suit and set off down the street to cries of ‘Morning, sir!’ A travelling library would come to the village occasionally: a caravan full of books, which seemed to me as thrilling as the circus coming to town.

I never had much sense of rich or poor before I was a teenager, though both must have existed – everyone just had their job: milkman, lollipop lady, landlord, nurse. In 1981 the average mortgage rate hit 17 per cent. My parents had overstretched themselves to buy our bungalow and, looking back, I realize this caused my mother a lot of stress. We would wear hand-me-downs and get second-hand Sindy dolls for birthdays; there were arguments over whether we could afford branded biscuits. But as a child I barely noticed. All the children went to the same school and their years were marked by the same milestones: Lent, school disco, paddling pools, harvest festival, bonfire, fairs, carols, sponsored run. Bedtime was after Coronation Street. Occasions were marked by pop and crisps or the epitome of Northern mass-catering: a meat and potato pie served with pickled beetroot and red cabbage.

Once I saw, I was certain, a flower fairy in the undergrowth. Sometimes, my father would take us to the woods and we would play Pooh-sticks in the river by the waterfall. Or we would go for a walk, with sandwiches, joking that my mum was like Papa Bear in Jan and Stan Berenstain’s The Bears’ Picnic, always looking for somewhere better to sit. ‘When is this spot-picking going to stop?’ Once, because I loved Russell and Lillian Hoban’s book Best Friends for Frances, I stole the idea of holding a girls-only picnic, and one girl’s shoe got stuck in the mud by the reservoir.

The place I grew up and the books I read there can be hard to separate out.

What stories do we tell our children?

Looking at these books decades later, with adult eyes, I began to wonder. Picture books had shaped my own childhood. I would read them over and over to my children, until we all had them by heart. Until they in their turn would be, as Graham Greene so beautifully puts it, going to their bookshelves, ‘taking down the future and opening the pages’. Before I passed these stories on, shouldn’t I interrogate them a bit more thoroughly? Where was the serious analysis of Burglar Bill? Google many preschool classics that have sold millions, and you will only find reviews at the level of ‘an appealing story (Ages 3–6)’ or ‘this zany delight will have children in fits of laughter’ or ‘wonderfully thick, durable pages’, but I believe that these stories are more than diversions, they are teaching our children how they should be.

Picture books have become a great leveller. Whatever your class, everyone recognizes a picture of Paddington or Peter Rabbit or the Gruffalo. Picture books are one of the few areas of culture we still have left that is shared by all. Political leaders are even pressured to show they are in touch with ordinary people by citing their favourites. (Interestingly, this simple PR exercise often goes wrong. George Bush named Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar as his favourite childhood book although, to many observers’ delight, it wasn’t published until he was twenty-three, while David Cameron had the nerve to name Dr Seuss’s anti-capitalist fable The Lorax and then misremember its plot.) Since the publication of Babies Need Books (1980) by the New Zealand bookseller Dorothy Butler, everyone also seems to agree that picture books are a common good, helping not only communication skills and literacy but parent–child bonding by giving a shared ‘frame of reference’. In the UK books are considered so essential for development that the government gifts them to every child via their Bookstart programme, where they are handed out by health visitors in England and Wales at the same time they check your baby’s pincer grip. Studies suggest the number of books in a young child’s home is a major indicator of later academic achievement.

Not all books though, surely, are of equal merit. There is an enormous gulf between the ones that seem cut-and-pasted by committee (stock photos of babies clapping or pulling faces supposedly denoting ‘sad’ or ‘happy’, ‘textural’ soft and bumpy bits, heavy use of flaps, the urgent need to find some animal or other) and the ones that aspire to art. Bruno Bettelheim, a child psychologist, wrote in his influential book about fairy tales, The Uses of Enchantment (1976), that children need books that make life ‘meaningful to them’. He was deeply frustrated with picture books and reading primers ‘designed to teach the necessary skills, irrespective of meaning’ – vacuous stories that did not stimulate the deeper imagination. I would argue that some of the great picture books of the last century do indeed manage to enrich life. Memorized by millions at that crucial age when their sense of self is developing, picture books can very easily be used to indoctrinate us into the unthinking acceptance of hierarchies and behaviours. But through them, children can also be afforded a glimpse of life beyond their own tiny world; a glimpse of other futures, of other sorts of happiness or hope.

When my son was born I began collecting picture books more seriously, building a dream library – a library to open up his thousand possible lives. I would ask my mum to rifle through stalls at fairs and jumble sales; scour the shelves of Oxfam; go in Sense every time I pushed the pram down Peckham High Street, looking for the bashed-up spines and wonkily Sellotaped pop-ups of much-loved favourites, diverting my literary ambitions into parenting. By the time Gruff was one we were on ten books with his cup of milk every night:


Dear Zoo

Where’s Spot?

That’s Not My Monster

Monkey and Me

Peepo!

That’s Not My Car

Fox’s Socks

Maisy Goes to the Cinema

Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See?

Hairy Maclary from Donaldson’s Dairy



And I began thinking about them too – learning about the cultural history of the picture book, from its beginnings in the 1800s with Edward Lear and Struwwelpeter, through Babar and Goodnight Moon; then the golden era of Maurice Sendak, Shirley Hughes, Eric Carle and Judith Kerr. It was fun to analyse them as I might a poem; to share facts with other weary parents – how We’re Going on a Bear Hunt was based on a folksong, and Green Eggs and Ham uses only fifty words. I began to notice rhyme schemes and neologisms; to theorize about the ubiquity of sausages and bunnies. At first it was a way to keep my brain busy during those toddler afternoons when time is turgid, made up of endless renditions of row-row-row your boat or peekaboo tedium. Slowly, I realized I was writing a book again. Motherhood wasn’t incompatible with writing after all; my children were teaching me new ways to look and read and speak about the world.

And then those sudden seconds – your child lifts a flap and hisses like a snake for the first time. They point proudly at a blue horse.
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1. The Butterfly’s Ball

On adult authority

Where do my memories begin?

It shocks me, the number of people who say they recall nothing before school. I feel more like Beatrix Potter, who was laughed at for saying she could ‘remember quite plainly from one and two years old’. To me, one of the best passages of prose ever written is the opening chapter of Laurie Lee’s Cider with Rosie (1959). It exactly captures the state of being a toddler with ‘antennae of eyes and nose and grubbing fingers’. He describes those towering grasses ‘tattooed with tiger-skins of sunlight’; family faces ‘of rose, familiar, living’; water that breaks and shines on the tiled floor. I too recall an abundance of those slow strange days, their muddled clarity: dusty chickens on a path; briar-rose petals stirred to brown to make perfume; the smell of home-made playdough; powdering my sister’s bum; the hosepipe’s pattering rainbows; a foxglove the colour of fever I could never touch.

But do I really remember? My father was such a teller of stories. What is really mine, and what is instead a vivid imagining of a much-repeated tale? Stories are powerful things. Plato said that ‘those who tell stories rule society’. When we are small, the stories adults tell us shape our world, our selves, our memories.

The stories they choose to tell about our childhood, in a way, become our childhood.

Our bungalow, on a new estate called Moorfield, was, I realize now, contrived by my dad to look like a pub, probably in order to piss off his strict father who was part of the Temperance movement. It had wooden panelled walls, horse brasses, leather furniture, a soda siphon, ashtrays, a dart board, a low hush of smoke in the air. The football pools were always waiting near the door for collection. We had a Turkish-patterned carpet in faded peacock colours. He would paint the ceiling by standing on the glass coffee table and stippling the plaster until it looked like royal icing, and once his foot crashed through. My dad was useless at DIY – my mother hung the wallpaper – although legend has it he did once knock out our old bathroom with Uncle John while I sat in the cot, a preternaturally calm baby, turning over the pages of my Ladybird books for hours.

It is also difficult to say for certain when picture books begin. The term ‘picture book’ is now usually used when pictures and text are of equal importance, with an illustration on every page or pair of facing pages, and the book is aimed at children who cannot read or are just beginning. They are distinct from, say, graphic novels (like Hergé’s Tintin series) or illustrated novels (such as Roald Dahl’s, with those glorious, scrappy Quentin Blake illustrations).

There have been claims that the first picture book is the Orbis sensualium pictus, published in Nuremberg in 1658. It was created by a tragic teacher and priest from Bohemia called Jan Komenský, who had lost all his belongings in a fire and all his family to the plague. For much of the Thirty Years War, a wanderer exiled from his homeland, he was witness to the suffering of child refugees, who he decided he wanted to help. The Orbis sensualium pictus disseminated his unusual educational technique of teaching the alphabet via animal noises (you make the sound r as the dog ‘grinneth’, w as the hare ‘squealeth’, l as the wolf ‘howleth’) with a woodcut illustration beside each letter. Such was its lasting impact that it was treasured a hundred years later by a young Goethe.

Afterwards, there were many other illustrated tomes aimed at children, but like Komenský’s they tended to be educational tools: ABCs or moral lessons. John Newbery’s A Little Pretty Pocket-Book (1744) offered improving fables and a list of ‘One Hundred and Sixty three Rules for the Behaviour of Children’ which must have been a real bedtime favourite. (Sample rules: ‘Approach near thy Parents at no Time without a Bow’, ‘Dip not thy Meat in the Sauce’, ‘Spit not in the Room, but in the Corner, and rub it with thy Foot, or rather go out and do it abroad.’)

For those adults who despair of the tiaras and weapons now stuck to the cover of every magazine, it’s worth noting that even in 1744 the (gender-specific) free gift was being pioneered as an inducement to reading – A Little Pretty Pocket-Book was originally sold with a ball for a boy and a pincushion for a girl, both half-red and half-black. A pin was stuck in the red side to mark a good deed, and the black to mark a bad one, in order to ‘infallibly make Tommy a good boy, and Polly a good girl’.

These books are clearly on the side of the grown-ups. They are teaching tools with designs on shaping and disciplining. The picture book as we might recognize it – as a fully illustrated tale – had yet to appear.

Perhaps our story really begins with this memorable invitation:


Come take up your Hats, and away let us haste

To the Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast.

The Trumpeter, Gad-fly, has summon’d the Crew,

And the Revels are now only waiting for you.



Whoever is speaking, their voice has the ring of authority. With everyone waiting, it is difficult not to fold to the social pressure and reach for our hat.

These are the first lines of The Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast, which was composed by an adult of considerable real-world authority, the MP William Roscoe, in 1802. It was initially illustrated by William Mulready. I first read the poem in Hilda Boswell’s Treasury of Poetry with her own dreamy illustrations – the androgynous moth with its parted lips; the spread of rosehips and tiny lily-pads; fairies nibbling crumbs under the table – and remember loving the sound of Roscoe’s fancy words, although I didn’t know their meaning: viands, repast, minuet.

Written by Roscoe for his ten children as a celebratory jeu d’esprit to memorialize the birth of his youngest son, Robert, the poem was first published in The Gentleman’s Magazine. Its popularity led to it being republished as a stand-alone book, which was one of the first to have colour illustrations. Some editions had hand-coloured images, probably completed by young children working on an assembly line in sweatshop conditions (the gap between the sentiment attached to the idea of a child and care for actual children is, I should warn you, often stark in this history).

The book, notably, aims to entertain rather than elucidate. Some of Roscoe’s contemporaries struggled with this, searching frantically for a moral – the Irish author Mary Leadbeater wrote in a letter in 1811, ‘I apprehend Roscoe’s Butterfly’s Ball must have been written to remove the dread and disgust of insects so prone to fasten upon a youthful mind, and if it could prevent this evil early in life it must be allowed to be a meritorious performance.’ The text, however, clearly doesn’t do anything of the sort. It is a glorious party, with sweet treats, acrobats and laughter – a party enjoyed not by human adults, but by ‘the children of earth and the tenants of air’, the homeless, the dirty, the young, the tiny, the squashed and stamped upon, and ‘you’ – dear reader – on whom they all wait.

It would be neat to see The Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast as a poem that defeats the forces of authority, the primers and sermons, and ushers in the anarchic new age of the picture book. Certainly Edward Lear, who we will soon see unleashing nonsense upon the world of children’s literature, seems to have enjoyed it in his youth. But the truth, of course, is more complex – it is always the adult who writes children’s books, illustrates them, publishes them, buys them. Adult desires (to educate the child, to keep it quiet, to make it sleep, etc.) did not just disappear.

Jacqueline Rose famously claimed that ‘children’s fiction is impossible’ because the ‘child’ that children’s fiction is aimed at is always an adult construct (The Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast was not, for example, aimed at the actual child labourers colouring its pictures). Even the name ‘children’s fiction’ is a sleight of hand that erases adult involvement. With picture books there is a whole extra layer of adult interference, as the preliterate toddler cannot experience the story without a parent or carer mediating it for them (and often, as I do, changing vocabulary, skipping, unpacking, emphasizing, doing the voices, pointing things out). Children’s fiction, such as it is, Rose suggests, usually relies on creating a ‘child’ within the text, and then inducing the young audience to identify with it, as Roscoe did when he inserted his little son Robert into his verses.

The trick is to persuade both the grown-up reader and the child who listens that you are on their side.

The Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast did this so successfully it became a phenomenon, spawning hundreds of imitations with names like The Peacock ‘At Home’, The Lion’s Masquerade and The Fishes’ Grand Gala. (Roscoe himself also produced The Butterfly’s Funeral, but surprisingly that wasn’t such a hit.)

The poem creates a sense of carnival, of the world turned upside down, but we should remember that carnivals are usually state sanctioned. They release pressure in a manner that protects the status quo. The Butterfly’s Ball, and the Grasshopper’s Feast was much loved by the royal family. Rebellion is kept within the party, within the pages, and anyway sticks close to civilized behaviour. In this case insects mimic the hierarchies of humanity, attending formal ‘balls’, laying aside their stings, setting the table neatly, reminding us – as the occasion ends – that at such a late hour we should ‘hasten home’.

My early pleasure in poetry was bound up with nonsense. ‘Be alert,’ my dad would counsel. ‘The world needs more lerts.’ When I woke up in the middle of the night as a baby, my dad always lulled me back to sleep by rocking me to ‘I Am the Walrus’ by the Beatles. Our family had many invented words. ‘To squink’ (verb), for example. If we were all sharing a can of pop on a day trip and you sipped it, you had to be aware of the binding rule that you then had to carry it: ‘The one who drinks it squinks it.’ My mum and I played rhyming games for hours, generating gibberish. When I was two I took to calling the local marmalade cat a ‘jam ham’.

Another of my favourite pages in the Treasury of Poetry is Edward Lear’s description of the delightfully random cargo the green-headed Jumblies pick up, having ignored everyone’s advice and gone to sea in a sieve:


And they bought an Owl, and a useful Cart,

And a pound of Rice, and a Cranberry Tart,

And a hive of silvery Bees.

And they bought a Pig, and some green Jack-daws,

And a lovely Monkey with lollipop paws,

And forty bottles of Ring-Bo-Ree,

And no end of Stilton Cheese.



‘Ring-Bo-Ree’ made me thirst as ‘forty bottles of apple juice’ never could have done. It was a thirst for the world of pure imagination; for the impossible. Even then, I was a good ‘Polly’. Perhaps I also thirsted for the Jumblies’ defiance.

Edward Lear’s A Book of Nonsense (1846) is, in the history of English picture books, the next great leap, and one further still away from the didactic tradition. If books were meant to drill sense into children, this explicitly did its opposite. Edward Lear was a fascinating character – the twentieth of twenty-one children, neglected by his mother and afflicted by terrible epilepsy which always made him feel an unmarriageable outsider (in his diary he recorded his fits with an X). He was, despite this, very successful. As well as being one of the great ornithological illustrators, producing birds for both of John Gould’s famous books of birds and The Zoology of the Voyage of H.M.S. Beagle, he was also a drawing master for Queen Victoria, and a friend and sometime member of the Pre-Raphaelites.

The constant tension between insider- and outsider-dom, authority and anarchy, finds its way into his Book of Nonsense, which he began both writing and illustrating at Knowsley Hall. Engaged there by Edward Stanley, the 13th Earl of Derby, to sketch the estate and draw plates of the ‘Knowsley Menagerie’, Lear began concocting rhymes to entertain the earl’s grandchildren. He was sometimes welcomed into the earl’s family, at other times sharply aware he wasn’t one of them. It was the period of the Corn Laws, soldiers firing on Chartists, a general unease. Knowsley was a home for the establishment, but the company could also be surreal: reptiles, zebras, a platypus and a bandicoot. (It was later turned into Knowsley Safari Park – a monkey stealing your windscreen wipers becoming a memorable event in many Northern childhoods.)

A Book of Nonsense is mainly comprised of limericks – five-line rhyming poems with an AABBA structure and roughly anapaestic metre. As a folk-form, limericks are often linked to transgression and the violation of taboos, which perhaps appealed to Lear’s subversive side. In these limericks there is often a struggle against an oppressive ‘they’. ‘They’ tell the Old Person of Hurst he’ll get fat; smash the Old Man with a gong for making too much noise; smash the Old Man of Whitehaven for dancing a quadrille with a crow, etc. (there is a lot of smashing). ‘They’ seem to be those in power; the crowd; the system. Lear’s sympathies with the individual pitted against societal prejudice make the limericks feel very contemporary.

However, Lear’s verses are also just extremely random: sometimes tenderly daft, sometimes wincingly dark (a woman bakes her husband in an oven; a man shuts his wife in a box and says ‘Without doubt / You will pass all your life in that box’). The giddy pictures that accompany each of them are what make the book such a work of genius – they don’t just illustrate but interact with the limericks: elaborating, shifting the tone. It is this which has led some to claim A Book of Nonsense as the first true picture book. We read, for example, that:


There was an Old Man with a nose,

Who said, ‘If you choose to suppose,

That my nose is too long,

You are certainly wrong!’

That remarkable Man with a nose.



Take the limerick on its own, and it is easy to sympathize with this Old Man who refuses to conform to society’s physical ideals. In the accompanying image, though, we can see his nose, more like an elephant’s trunk, is actually forcing screaming people to leap out of its way.

On a first read, the final lines of Lear’s limericks can feel disappointing. The rhythm – with those two shorter, more urgent lines – and the anticipation created by the rhyme scheme lead us to expect a punchline. But Lear never delivers one, only repeating the first line with subtle tweaks. Nothing changes. The Old Man still has a long nose. The antithesis of teacherly, these poems explicitly refuse to go on a journey or teach a moral lesson.

In the last lines Lear sneaks in some of his own, invented adjectives (‘ombliferous’, ‘umbrageous’) as if to leave us even more at a loss.

At the same time as Lear was putting together his Book of Nonsense, just before Christmas in 1844, Dr Heinrich Hoffmann went into Frankfurt to look for a book for his three-year-old son Carl. It was a time of festive markets, brimming with candies, nuts and toys. Candles shivered in the cold. Hoffmann, a medical man who worked at a mental asylum, found nothing but moralizing tales that began with assertions such as ‘children must keep clean’, so instead he bought a blank exercise book, and told his wife, ‘We are going to make a book of it.’ After Christmas he circulated it amongst friends. Zacharias Löwenthal came across a copy and urged Hoffmann to let him publish it. On a ‘bright wine-influenced whim’ Hoffmann consented, although he used the pseudonym Reimerich Kinderlieb (meaning ‘the rhymester who loves children’).

Der Struwwelpeter himself, with his eyrie of hair and meat-hook nails, was a character Hoffmann often drew for his younger patients to distract them from anxiety and pain. His intention was not to terrify children, but to laugh with them at the underlying savagery of existing didactic texts that revelled in the nasty consequences of misbehaviour. But as Marina Warner has written, it is in fact ‘a good example of an author’s intentions failing to control the impact of his work, for it still is, for all its happy ironies, a nasty book.’ Ever since, while some of his three- to six-year-old readers have been amused by these ‘funny stories and droll pictures’ (as the original title had it), a great many more have found them bed-wettingly terrifying.

Hoffmann brought together two common juvenile plot lines, both popularized by his Danish contemporary Hans Christian Andersen. The first presents us with a pure, innocent child who is called early to their Lord’s side in heaven. Early children’s books are full of such death scenes, with the best example still read today perhaps being Andersen’s ‘The Little Match-Girl’, snowflakes caught in pretty curls, dreaming of her grandmother in the flare of her last moments. The second portrays the bad child who is punished – as in Andersen’s ferocious tale ‘The Red Shoes’ where Karen is brutally punished by angels for her vanity, her feet unable to stop dancing even after she has them amputated.

Both these narrative arcs are parodied by Der Struwwelpeter, in which misbehaviour leads swiftly to a brutal, meaningless end. A boy declares he will no longer eat soup and dies five days later, lighter than a sugarplum; lighter than a thread. A boy goes out in a storm and is blown away, never to be seen again. Little Suck-a-Thumb, most famously, sucks his thumb and – alack – the scissor-man flies into his house with enormous scissors and ‘Snip! Snap! Snip!’ removes his thumbs, the stumps of which bleed copiously on to the floor and into nightmares.

Having come to Der Struwwelpeter as a grown-up, it’s the story of Harriet, who plays with matches and is burnt to death, that I find most disturbing. Her Mamma and Nurse have left her alone. She finds the flames ‘pretty’ and is ecstatic with joy when one burns ‘so clear’. Only her pets witness her death:

[image: ]

The Pussy-cats saw this

And said: ‘Oh, naughty, naughty Miss!’

And stretched their claws,

And raised their paws:

‘’Tis very, very wrong, you know,

Me-ow, me-o, me-ow, me-o,

You will be burnt, if you do so.’



Like a Greek chorus, their warning cannot stop the inevitable tragedy. Harriet’s apron strings catch fire and we witness her fully aflame as if in self-immolation. ‘Her apron burns, her arms, her hair—/ She burns all over everywhere.’ The cats’ tears make a pond. Only her scarlet shoes are left amongst the ashes, like proof of her wickedness (it is hard to believe this story doesn’t allude to Andersen’s match-girl and red shoes, although they are contemporaneous, both published in 1845).

To a modern reader, used to the concept of ‘responsible adults’, placing the guilt for a little girl’s excruciating death solely on her own actions is hard to take. The cats’ hiss of ‘naughty Miss’ and ‘we told her so’ exposes an ugly adult world that smears the innocent with its own carelessness.

This was also Hoffmann’s point, surely, but it’s not an easy point for a three-year-old to absorb. Der Struwwelpeter went on to inspire adult political humour (such as the 1941 Struwwelhitler), Hilaire Belloc’s Cautionary Tales for Children (‘Henry King: Who chewed bits of String, and was early cut off in Dreadful Agonies’), Edward Gorey’s Gashlycrumb Tinies with its alphabet of infant deaths (‘X is for Xerxes devoured by mice’). In picture book terms, though, it is hard to think of anyone who has since aimed such disturbing material at such a young readership. The mixture of authority and anarchy in Hoffmann’s adult voice (and the parent’s voice, as they read aloud to their child) is disturbing because it is so hard to interpret, especially across the centuries. It is like the voice of a sociopath who keeps everyone on their nerves, not knowing when to laugh or tremble. By the end a child is left barely able to distinguish bad from good; prank from horror. They do not know whether Hoffmann is on the grown-up’s side or their own.

Still, perhaps that wasn’t the case for Heinrich Hoffmann’s little son Carl, who recognized his father’s dark jokes, and who lived in a nineteenth-century Germany where every second child died. Every second child! To be a father or a son in that period was to live every moment with mortality in mind. Death in your mouth or in the weather.

Marina Warner has talked of these stories teaching laughter as a kind of ‘strategic refuge’ from the world’s arbitrary suffering. Their function, she says, is to ‘line the stomach’.

Carl Hoffmann died at age twenty-seven in Peru of yellow fever.

Being pregnant in the twenty-first century can sometimes feel like existing within a cautionary tale. The responsibility for children’s suffering now lies, it is widely agreed, entirely with the mother.


‘Sinead King: Who changed her cat’s Litter Tray, and had a Miscarriage in Dreadful agonies’

‘Ramona: Who absent-mindedly nibbled some Brie, and was rushed to an Emergency C-section’

‘Kelly Horne: Who drank Prosecco at a wedding before she knew she was Pregnant, and had a Baby with Smaller than average Head Dimensions’



Being pregnant is also a reminder of how strange it is to be growing. To wake up every morning with your body somehow different: bigger, stranger, fuller. Little children live with this strangeness every day: you can fit through a door, then you can’t. Your chair is too small. Suddenly, you can reach the
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