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Introduction

‘Why does Edgar not reveal himself to his blind father, as he truly says that he ought to have done? The answer is left to mere conjecture.’

– A.C. Bradley on King Lear

When our little study on How Did Long John Silver Lose his Leg? And Twenty-Six Other Mysteries of Children’s Literature appeared in 2013, instead of the storm of abuse we expected, the work was greeted, along with a few compliments, with a series of complaints and grumbles as to why other mysteries, which were of particular importance to the complainants, had not been tackled. The urge to speculate about various problems in children’s books is evidently more widespread than we had anticipated.

This may be partly due to nostalgia, of course. Many of our readers urged us to investigate mysteries that had no doubt first occurred to them when thinking about their years of juvenile enthusiasms, perhaps after re-reading old favourites in middle age. Hence there were many queries about the Biggles books, about Richmal Crompton’s great comedies involving William Brown, and concerning Frank Richards’s immortal character, Billy Bunter. So here we attempt to tackle some of those queries, as well as to investigate other popular works, such as Lorna Doone; The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe; and Enid Blyton’s school stories set at St Clare’s.

Other chapters have a more theoretical base – about the problems of religion and of war in children’s books, the difficulties of writing a series of books about the same characters, and about the long-running debate on the value of fairy tales. Others are more speculative – about questions of authorship, or of the challenge of deciding which children’s books are ‘classics’, of trying to identify and list the 100 best children’s books, or of trying to award prizes to the very best.

In many cases there are no definitive answers, of course. As A.C. Bradley, the great Shakespearian scholar, said in his essay upon King Lear, ‘The answer is [often] left to mere conjecture.’


1.

Should Children Read Fairy Tales?

The answer seems obvious: ‘They always have, and they always will.’ But it is not quite that simple. To begin with, not many fairy tales were actually published before the eighteenth century – the phrase fairy tale itself only appeared for the first time in 1749 – and, even if they had been, not many children would have been able to read them. Romances, fables, and folktales, such as ‘Jack the Giant Killer’ were initially circulated orally, and from the 16th century in cheap pamphlets called chapbooks.

Compared with these literary genres, fairy tales are relatively modern. The earliest European storybooks to include fairy tales came from Italy in the sixteenth century, and the first collection to achieve world-wide impact was the Histoires ou Contes du Temps Passé by Charles Perrault (1628-1703) published in Paris in 1697, which was first translated into English in 1729. The success of this volume, which included such stories as ‘The Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, and ‘Cinderella’, inspired other collectors and authors. The Brothers Grimm had their collection of German tales, including ‘Snow White’ and ‘Hansel and Gretel’, published as German Popular Stories, and these were translated into English by Edgar Taylor in 1823. A few years later the Danish author Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875) published his Tales for Children, including ‘The Tinder Box’ and ‘The Princess and the Pea’, which were first translated into English in 1846. Such stories have been read and enjoyed by children and adults ever since.

But, it has to be pointed out, many of these tales, initially at any rate, may not have been written for children. Charles Perrault was a court official and member of the French Academy, and his tales are told in a sophisticated language perhaps more designed to amuse the courtiers of Versailles than young children. The ‘Morals’ in verse at the end of each tale are rather more worldly and cynical than the pious precepts a child reader might expect. The Brothers Grimm were not writing for children either: Jacob (1785-1863) and Wilhelm (1786-1859) were philologists who collected old German tales for scholarly and historical purposes. Hans Christian Andersen is an even more ambiguous figure. He was not a collector of folktales like the Brothers Grimm, but a creative artist who used the form of fantasy and the fairy tale as a literary genre. He fought against his reputation as a kind of Pied Piper, saying that ‘my tales were just as much for older people as for children, who only understood the outer trappings and did not comprehend and take in the whole work until they were mature’. This did not prevent Andersen’s tales, such as ‘The Little Match Girl’ and ‘The Ugly Duckling’, from being read and admired by children all over the world.

[image: image]
Still violent after all these years: a 17th century survival, originally The History of Jack and the Giants.



But almost from the first publication serious doubts were expressed about the suitability of fairy tales for young readers. The Christian church, especially the seventeenth-century Puritans, regarded allusions to fairies and fairy land, which challenged ideas of Heaven and Hell, as almost blasphemous. In the eighteenth century even the great Maria Edgeworth (1767-1849), although herself a gifted story-teller for children, strongly disliked fairy tales, partly because of her insistence that stories ought to be based upon reason and probability rather than the imagination, and because she feared fairy tales failed to offer good moral examples for young, impressionable minds.

But the strongest opposition to fairy tales came at the beginning of the nineteenth century when Mrs Sarah Trimmer (1741-1810), a devout Christian who was deeply concerned about the education of children, produced a periodical, The Guardian of Education (1802-6). She was especially interested in children’s reading, and in her magazine, amidst a wide survey of children’s books and reviews of current publications, she launched a ferocious attack on fairy tales. Although confessing that she had enjoyed some in her youth, she said that she now realised how harmful these books really were. Her grounds for criticism are complex but passionately expressed. She denounces fairy tales for encouraging the imagination rather than cultivating understanding. She also says that they were frequently irrational and absurd, and that the stories promote improper behaviour such as envy, vanity, and jealousy. Lastly, she says they are not only disturbing but positively frightening.

Her review in 1805 of a new edition of Nursery Tales, which included ‘Cinderella’, ‘Blue Beard’, and ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, is a tour de force:

We doubt not but that many beside ourselves can recollect, their horrors of imagination on reading that of ‘Blue Beard’, and the terrific impressions it left upon their minds. This is certainly a very improper tale for children. ‘Cinderella’ and ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ are perhaps merely absurd. But it is not on account of their subjects and language only that these Tales (‘Blue Beard’ at least) are exceptionable, another objection to them arises from the nature of their embellishments, consisting of coloured prints, in which the most striking incidents in the stories are placed before the eyes of the little readers in glaring colours. …In ‘Blue Beard’, for instance, the second plate represents the opening of the forbidden closet, in which appears, not only what the story describes, (which surely is terrific enough!) ‘a floor clotted with blood, in which the bodies of several women were lying (the wives whom Blue Beard had married and murdered,’) but, the flames of Hell with Devils in frightful shapes, threatening the unhappy lady who had given way to her curiosity! … A moment’s consideration will surely be sufficient to convince people of the least reflection, of the danger, as well as the impropriety, of putting such books as these into the hands of little children, whose minds are susceptible of every impression; and who from the liveliness of their imaginations are apt to convert into realities whatever forcibly strikes their fancy.

It is not altogether easy to dismiss Mrs Trimmer’s anxieties. One can find books with less gruesome illustrations perhaps, but one cannot ignore altogether the physical cruelty found in such tales as Andersen’s ‘Little Mermaid’, the parental child abuse in ‘Hansel and Gretel’, or the opportunistic materialism of ‘Big Klaus and Little Klaus’. Many adults will have had doubts about the menace expressed in such films as Walt Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1938).

From the 1970s, furthermore, many feminists have focused their attention on fairy tales, arguing that they often portray their female heroines as stereotypes, either weakly passive and only interested in finding a wealthy prince, or alternatively cruel and treacherous. It is also suggested that the Brothers Grimm, for example, in collecting their tales, frequently modified their texts while editing them to elevate the behaviour of male characters and to throw blame on the conduct of women.

There have, of course, been plenty of supporters of the fairy tale right from the nineteenth century, when Charles Dickens in ‘Frauds on the Fairies’ of 1853 famously attacked attempts to bowdlerize the tales for children, and argued that they were essentially pure and innocent. Coleridge, Wordsworth, G.K. Chesterton, and W.H. Auden amongst other poets and writers have praised them too. More recently educationalists and psychologists, such as Kornei Chukovsky (1882-1970), Bruno Bettelheim (1903-90), and Maria Tatar (b. 1945) have discussed the effects of reading fairy tales upon young children and have argued that these stories, far from being frightening and immoral, offer young readers positive ways of dealing with conflict, sadness, and even violence in real life. This is all heady stuff, of course. But it just shows that asking a simple question can often lead to complicated answers.

[image: image]
The stuff of nightmares: Gustave Doré’s ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ (1883).




2.

What Makes a Children’s Classic?

Let us begin with three genuine mysteries. Firstly, what do these books have in common? To Kill a Mockingbird, The Hound of the Baskervilles, Wuthering Heights, Pride and Prejudice, Frankenstein, The Italian, Tales of Mystery and Terror, Jane Eyre, The Count of Monte Cristo, Oliver Twist, Wives and Daughters, and The Woman in Black.

And the answer is not that they are all books for adults (although they are).

Secondly, where would you find these books grouped together? Mr Rabbit and the Lovely Present, Wise Children, Redwall, Midnight’s Children, The Story of Tracy Beaker, To the Lighthouse, The Escape to Wonderland Colouring Book, and Down There On a Visit.

Or, in which universe are these characters living side by side? The Famous Five, Peter Rabbit, Biggles, Mary Lennox, Little Miss Bossy, and Alice (of Wonderland)?

The answer is, in effect, the same for all of them: they are all on current publishers’ lists of ‘Children’s Classics’ (the books in the second group are all from the same publisher). They raise some interesting questions about the idea of the ‘classic’. How is it that the first group, all initially written for adults, and still likely to be appropriate for adults, has ended up on children’s lists? The second group – consisting of some books written for adults, some for children, some serious, some ephemeral, one wordless – raises the question of what these books, all in the same category, can possibly have in common. And even if we level the playing field – all the characters in the third group are from books written for children – surely there is a difference in quality?

[image: image]
Establishing the canon: J.M. Dent’s ‘Children’s Illustrated Classics’ series from the 1950s.



How these books are all called classics is a genuine mystery, as is the definition of a ‘classic’ itself, a term that is now merrily applied by marketing persons to, well, anything: fizzy drinks, bank accounts, crisps, cars, fashions, and so on. And it generally refers to the previous, just-out-of-date, or still-selling-despite-our-efforts version.

A cynic might say that in literature, classics are books that we think we ought to read – and, eventually, probably think that we have read. But identifying a specific book as classic because of what it actually is – that is to say, what is on the page – is another matter. A good many publishers and authors have chased the answer – and the wealth it would bring – down the centuries, but, as those lists prove, it is a fruitless exercise.

Books carrying the label ‘classic’ rarely have much in common in terms of style or content. Definitions that bring in value judgements, such as Margery Fisher’s notion that classics ‘must offer universal truths, universal values, to one generation after another, impermeable to the erosion of Time’, flounder on undefinable terms. Victor Watson’s idea may seem to be less vulnerable to criticism: ‘The great children’s classics are those books our national consciousness cannot leave alone. We keep remaking them and reading them afresh’. But readers – and national consciousnesses – can only react to what is presented to them. Books may end up as being famous for being famous, and somebody must start the snowball rolling.

We might even conclude that publishers publish books labelled as ‘classics’ because most of those books are old and therefore out of copyright. The ones that aren’t may be more recent books that happen to be published by the same publisher – thus prolonging the book’s shelf-life. This is not as cynical as it sounds. The idea of producing series of ‘classics’ dates from the depression years in the USA, as Leonard S. Marcus explains:

Classics in new or revived editions enjoyed renewed attention from publishers and readers alike. By reissuing books already in the public domain, publishers were able to factor out royalty payments from the cost side of the equation and thus to offer the books at more affordable prices.

In England, Methuen tried to capture the school literature market by launching Methuen Modern Classics in 1924, drawing on their backlist (The Wind in the Willows was one of the first titles – and one of the unabridged ones, as Grahame refused to allow anyone to take scissors to his work!). Dent followed, and now there is hardly a publisher or retailer that does not have a list of children’s classics: currently, or in recent memory, we have seen Puffin Classics, Puffin Modern Classics, Young Puffin Modern Classics, Vintage, Red Fox, Oxford, Everyman, Ladybird, and on and on. ‘Classics’, then, either save publishers money or keep books from their backlists alive.

Regrettable as it may be in principle, all of this makes life rather easier for the majority of us who do not know much about children’s books (and, let’s face it, for people running children’s book courses: it is easier to teach books that are widely available, thereby increasing the likelihood that their students might have read them). Furthermore, most people have a nostalgic or vague memory of books they encountered as children, and the classics lists are likely to have a book that stirs a chord (however out of tune). At least if we choose a ‘classic’ then we don’t need to worry about our lack of expertise – the book must have the imprimatur of somebody.

Which is all very well, but there are obvious problems – notably the gap between the commercial instincts of the publishers and the needs of the young readers. I distinctly – vividly – remember an incident in my local children’s bookshop a few years ago. A father and daughter came in – the daughter about ten years old – and she went immediately to the young adult section, while the father, rather uncertainly, browsed among the classics and found a copy of Heidi, complete with a cover of a small girl in a white frock on a flower-covered hillside. (It could have been in any of a dozen ‘classic’ editions.) The daughter, meanwhile had found, as I recall, the fourth volume in a series featuring teenage vampires, and there ensued an increasingly high-pitched negotiation that ended with both books being bought, on the condition that both were read. I had some sympathy with both participants: to one, Heidi was safe and familiar, as well as being culturally desirable; to the other, Heidi was, at best, irrelevant and at worst a symbol of adult oppression. And embarrassing.

To judge from the first list that we looked at, the criteria for nominating books as classics varies wildly. To Kill a Mockingbird, Jane Eyre, and Oliver Twist might be there because the narrators, at least initially, are children or teenagers; Pride and Prejudice, Jane Eyre, and Wuthering Heights, perhaps because (apart from being old) there is a certain teenage-girl passion about them; Frankenstein and Tales of Mystery and Terror may seem to speak to the teenage horror market; The Count of Monte Cristo and The Hound of the Baskervilles are among those many books that have slipped down the age ranges as being not quite suitable for adults anymore. (It is, not quite incidentally, instructive to see how successful reprints of old crime novels – ‘classics’ – have become the secret vice of certain readers.) In regards to The Italian, Wives and Daughters, and The Woman in Black – and from the second list, Wise Children, Midnight’s Children, To the Lighthouse, and Down There On a Visit – I must leave it to my readers to speculate on the thinking behind their selection, or to imagine a childhood to which they might possibly appeal.

But many readers might insist there must be some qualitative element here. Not just any old book cannot become a classic, whatever the commercial pressures. As Winston Churchill remarked, history is written by the victors, and so the benchmarks for what we value culturally are set by those books that have survived. As the spate of revivals – notably in ‘forgotten’ women’s writing, crime novels, and girls’ school stories, among others – suggests, the writing of history that validates certain books as classics might have been very different. Arthur Ransome was only one of a legion of ‘outdoor’ writers of the 1930s, but because his books, by some quirk, survived, they are the standard. Whatever happened to M.E. Atkinson, Aubrey de Selincourt, David Severn, or Garry Hogg? Perhaps their ‘classic’ time will come.

Even if literary survival is largely a matter of luck, and the survivors set the standards for the others, surely there are ‘landmark’ books, which seem to have changed history, which deserve to be classics, and should be read in order for us (or the children) to understand literary history? This is a persuasive argument, but some of these books scarcely survive despite their ‘historical importance’: Captain Marryat’s Masterman Ready, or, the Wreck of the Pacific (1841-2) was the beginning of the boys’ sea story; Harriet Martineau’s The Crofton Boys (1841), published sixteen years before Tom Brown’s Schooldays, brought together all the essential features of the school story; and Joanna Cannan’s A Pony for Jean (1937) marks the beginning of the pony story. These are significant books, but rarely read now.

Conversely, it doesn’t much matter what a book is once it has joined the canon: students study The Secret Garden not because it is a particularly outstanding book of its period – or even an outstanding example of books of that period with the same plot – but because it has become a beacon to navigate by.

All of this might seem intriguing but irrelevant, were it not for the fact that the ‘classics’ regularly become a political tool. In 2011, Michael Gove, the then British Secretary of State for Education, began a campaign to get schoolchildren to read classic British literature, deriding the suggestion that ‘the idea of a canon is outmoded’. In February 2016 the Department for Education, in association with Penguin, launched a ‘new classic books in schools initiative.’ The one hundred titles supplied cheaply to schools (in ‘sets’) are, according to the publicity,

taken from Penguin’s popular Black Classics series, range from the earliest writings to early 20th century works, span fiction and non-fiction, poetry and prose, and are intended to offer a springboard for children to discover the classics. All the titles are by authors who died before 1946 and are therefore out of copyright.

(This sounds like a familiar song – especially the final sentence.) There are only three recognisably ‘children’s’ titles in the Penguin list – Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Treasure Island, and Little Women – which raises intriguing questions about matching children’s age and experience with the books they read. (Scholastic, not surprisingly has also launched a range of classics – and these are children’s books.) What is revealing about the thinking behind these initiatives is that in terms of education children’s classics don’t count.

While the randomness of the process of becoming a classic, let alone the circularity by which those that survive determine the survival (or revival) chances of the rest, is clear, there often remains a stubborn resistance to it. Not all books can be equally good. Surely the books that feature in our third list – The Famous Five, Peter Rabbit, Biggles, Mary Lennox, Little Miss Bossy, and Alice – are not equally valuable.

There is an interesting paradox here. A traditionalist (and, as far as literary judgements are concerned, that means most of us) might argue that Peter Rabbit, Mary Lennox, and Alice have an obvious quality – after all, they feature in books that the literary culture agrees are important. On the other hand, the Famous Five, Biggles, and Little Miss Bossy are ephemeral and commercial, of no literary value. We are on dangerous ground if we try to impose an abstract ‘literary’ hierarchy on these books; perhaps it would be better to acknowledge that there is a distinction between books that are for children and which were for children. Those that become ‘classic’ because of age may have nothing to
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TITLES IN THE C.I.C. SERIES OF ILLUSTRATED CLASSICS

‘A series which, in its own range and class, is still without rivals.”

The Times Literary Supplement .

Children’s Illustrated Classics

Aesop: FABLES

Alcott: GOOD WIVES

Aleott: JO'S BOYS

Alcott: LITTLE MEN

Aleott: LITTLE WOMEN

Hans Andersen: FATIRY TALES

Ballantyne: THE CORAL ISLAND

Ballantyne: THE DOG CRUSOE

Baum: THE MARVELLOUS LAND OF OZ

Baum: THE WONDERFULWIZARD OFOZ

Frances Browne: GRANNY’S WONDERFUL
CHAIR

Burnett: LITTLE LORD FAUNTLEROY

Carroll: ALICE’S ADVENTURES IN

WONDERLAND and THROUGH THE
LOOKING-GLASS

Collodi: PINOCCHIO

Coolidge: WHAT KATY DID

Dodge: HANS BRINKER

Mrs Ewing: THE BROWNIES AND OTHER
STORI%IS

Mrs Ewing: LOB LIE-BY-THE-FIRE and
THE STORY OF A SHORT LIFE

The Brothers Grimm: FAIRY TALES

Hawthorne: TANGLEWOOD TALES

Hawthorne: A WONDER BOOK

Hughes: TOM BROWN’S SCHOOLDAYS

Ingelow: MOPSA THE FAIRY

Kingsley: THE HEROES

Kingsley: THE WATER-BABIES

Lagerléf: THE WONDERFUL ADVEN-

RES OF NILS :
(Nor avaiiabie in the U.S.A. in this edition)

Lagerliif: THE FURTHER ADVENTURES
F NILS

(Not available in the U.S.A. in this edition)

Charles and Mary Lamb: TALES FROM
SHAKESPEARE

AnggSSng: ADVENTURES OF ODYS-

Andrew Lang: PRINCE PRIGIO and PRINCE
RICARDO

MacDonald: AT THE BACK OF THE
NORTH WIND

MacDonald: THE LOST PRINCESS
MacDonald: THE PRINCESS AND CURDIE

MacDonald: THE PRINCESS AND THE
GOBLIN

Marryat: CHILDREN OF THE NEW
FOREST

Mrs Molesworth: THE CARVED LIONS

Mrs Molesworth: THE CUCKOO CLOCK

E. Nesbit: THE ENCHANTED CASTLE

E. Nesbit: THE HOUSE OF ARDEN

Carola Oman: ROBIN HOOD

Raspe: BARON MUNCHAUSEN and other
Comic Tales from Germany

Anna Sewell: BLACK BEAUTY

Spyri: HEIDI

Stevenson: A CHILD’S GARDEN OF
VERSES

Thackeray: THE ROSE AND THE RING and
Dickens: THE MAGIC FISH-BONE

Twain: HUCKLEBERRY FINN

Twain: THE PRINCE AND THE PAUPER
Twain: TOM SAWYER

A. H. Watson: NURSERY RHYMES

Wilde: THE HAPPY PRINCE & OTHER
STORIES

J. R. Wyss: SWISS FAMILY ROBINSON
Charlotte M. Yonge: THE LITTLE DUKE
A BOOK OF MYTHS

THE BOOK OF NONSENSE

THE BOOK OF VERSE FOR CHILDREN
(Not available in the U.SA. in this edition)

FAIRY TALES FROM THE ARABIAN
NIGHTS

FAIRY TALES OF LONG AGO

KING ARTHUR AND THE ROUND TABLE
MODERN FAIRY STORIES

TALES OF MAKE BELIEVE

Hilustrated Classics for Older Readers

Blackmore: LORNA DOONE

Buchan: THE THIRTY-NINE STEPS

Bunyan: THE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS

Cervantes: DON QUIXOTE (Abridged)

Childers: THE RIDDLE OF THE SANDS

Defoe; ROBINSON CRUSOE (Slightly
abridged)

Dickens: A CHRISTMAS CAROL, etc.

Green: THE TALE OF ANCIENT ISRAEL

Haggard: KING SOLOMON’S MINES

Hope: THE PRISONER OF ZENDA

Hope: RUPERT OF HENTZAU

London: THE CALL OF THE WILD

London: WHITE FANG

Longfellow: SONG OF HIAWATHA

Merriman: BARLASCH OF THE GUARD

Se;n'lg A él'HE TRAIL. OF THE SANDHILL

Stevenson: THE BLACK ARROW

Stevenson: KIDNAPPED

Stevenson: TREASURE ISLAND

Swift: GULLIVER’S TRAVELS (Three of the
four journeys)

Verne: AROUND THE MOON

Verne: AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

Verne: FROM THE EARTH TO THE MOON

Verne: JOURNEY TO THE CENTRE OF
THE EARTH

Verne: TWENTY THOUSAND LEAGUES
UNDER THE SEA

Jean Webster: DADDY-LONG-LEGS

TEN TALES OF DETECTION

THIRTEEN UNCANNY TALES
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