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Introduction

Sandra L. Beckett

This project began with the intention of devoting a volume to a selection of the best international children’s novels, as a complementary work to the three volumes of Touchstones: Reflections on the Best in Children’s Literature that were edited by Perry Nodelman and published by the Children’s Literature Association in 1985–89. The ChLA Canon Committee, which was appointed in 1980 to develop a children’s literature “canon,” established the list of “touchstones.”1 The traditional literary canon included only one children’s book, Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, according to Nodelman (1985, 9), although it should be pointed out that such a canon would apply particularly to the English-speaking world. At the time, there was a perceived need by children’s literature scholars, at least in North America, for a canon of children’s literature, even though traditional literary canons were already being questioned and criticized, revisited and revised, deconstructed and reconstructed, in an attempt to be inclusive. In his introduction to the first Touchstones volume, Nodelman admits that one of the defects of the touchstones list is the fact that the books are “mainly American or British” (8). Of the twenty-eight titles selected for that particular volume, which was devoted to children’s novels, there are only two non-English-language works, Heidi and Pinocchio. Beyond Babar was intended to fill the gaps left by the first Touchstones volume by adopting a global perspective and providing essays on a corpus of masterpieces for children from around the world, a kind of “International Touchstones.”

As members of the ChLA International Committee and former presidents of the International Research Society for Children’s Literature, Maria Nikolajeva and I are particularly committed to introducing to English-speaking readers international children’s books that are little known in North America or Great Britain. However, the lack of translations into English of important children’s books from many parts of the world made it impossible to compile a truly representative international volume. This difficulty led us to revise the project and devote it entirely to European literature, since the majority of the small proportion of international children’s books translated into English in North America are from the Western tradition. Children’s literature from the so-called developing countries hardly ever reaches American readers. Paradoxically, globalization is only making the problem more acute. Regretfully, one is forced to conclude, as Emer O’Sullivan does in her article on “Internationalism” in Peter Hunt’s International Companion Encyclopedia of Children’s Literature, that a “genuinely international literature” for children is not available (O’Sullivan 2004, 23), at least not in English-speaking countries. It is, however, certainly something that all those working in the field of children’s literature studies must strive to achieve. It is our hope that enough translations of important children’s novels from Africa, Asia, the Middle East, South America, and other geographical areas will be made available that another volume can be added to the series in the near future.

It is obvious that translations play a key role in the constitution of literary canons that cross languages and cultures. Maria Nikolajeva devotes an entire essay in this volume to the issues involved in the translation of children’s novels. As a professor in a Department of Modern Languages, Literatures, and Cultures, I have been deeply troubled for years by the fact that many works that are bestsellers in their country of origin, and often in many other countries as well, have never been translated into English. Even works by major, award-winning authors all too often remain completely unknown in the Anglophone world. In contrast, the works of important English-language authors tend to be translated rapidly into most major European languages. An examination of the global book market reveals an appalling discrepancy in the proportion of translations produced from one country to another. It is not surprising that English-speaking countries translate the smallest percentage of books, but the actual statistics are alarming. Whereas 80% of the books published in Finland are translations, that figure drops to a mere 3% in Great Britain and only 1% in the United States (O’Sullivan 2004, 22). Although there is a growing interest in international literature among teachers and scholars in North America, it is crucial that publishers be convinced of the importance of issuing translations of foreign books. Even a number of the authors included in this volume have not been translated into English to the extent that their significance in their own country would warrant. For example, only the first two novels in Cecil Bødker’s lengthy Silas suite have been translated. Likewise, the sequel to Janusz Korczak’s popular King Matt the First was never translated. The Little Prince, by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, is unique in that it was written and published first in the United States, and has enjoyed equal success in English and French.

Even when works have the good fortune to be translated, the quality of the translations is often quite poor. In fact, translations often diverge radically from the original work. Nikolajeva attributes Pippi Long-stocking’s misadventures in English-speaking countries to inadequate translations. Other books have had similar misfortunes. Dieter Petzold rightly claims that Ralph Manheim’s faithful translation of Michael Ende’s The Neverending Story is “a happy exception to a sad rule.” Another fortunate exception is Michel Tournier’s Friday and Robinson: Life on Speranza Island, which, on the whole, was well translated by Manheim. In this case, however, the excellent translation was not enough to ensure its success in the North American market.

The Mildred L. Batchelder Award is presented, by the American Library Association, to an American publisher for an outstanding translation of a foreign children’s book. This award was given to the translations of books by several authors discussed in this volume, including Astrid Lindgren and Cecil Bødker. Even award-winning translations may be problematic, however, as Sabine Fuchs shows in her essay on Christine Nöstlinger’s Konrad, for which Anthea Bell’s American translation won the award in 1978. Several of the works included in this volume underwent radical title changes when they were translated into English, changes that may very well have affected negatively their fate in the North American or British markets. Gianni Rodari’s La Freccia Azzurra, which means “The Blue Arrow,” was translated as The Befana’s Toyshop: A Twelfth Night Tale, a more complex, learned title that Ann Lawson Lucas suggests may account for its more limited circulation. Tournier’s elevation of Friday to mythic status in his retelling of the story of Robinson Crusoe was undermined by the English translation of the title, which not only reinstated Robinson, but actually gave him first billing.

Tournier’s novel was published in the United States in the year following its issue in France. In other cases, however, many years may go by before the first translation even appears in English. Ende’s The Neverending Story came out four years after its publication in Germany and Lindgren’s Pippi Longstocking five years after its issue in Sweden. Rodari’s novel was not published in English until 1970, although it appeared in Italy in 1954. Even Rodari’s groundbreaking theoretical work, Grammatica della fantasia (1973), which has influenced writers and educators throughout Europe for several decades, was not made available to English readers until Jack Zipes published his translation, The Grammar of Fantasy, with the Teachers & Writers Collaborative in 1996.

In most cases, the circulation of these books in the English-speaking world is quite limited in comparison with sales in the country of origin or even in many other European countries. Although excellent English translations of Tournier’s and Ende’s novels exist, they have never been widely read in the Anglophone world, nor have they been the object of much discussion by critics and scholars. Some international novels are known to the North American public largely through film versions that frequently distort the original stories and invest them with new meanings. This was the case for two cinematographic adaptations of the 1980s. Nikolajeva discusses some of the shortcomings of the American film based on Lindgren’s Pippi stories in 1988. Ende himself lamented the “Americanization” of his book in the 1984 film version of The Neverending Story, which deviates so much from the novel that, as Dieter Petzold explains, the author felt obliged to take legal action against it. That did not prevent the production of two sequels, which also take extensive liberties with the book. It is no doubt fortunate that many of these novels have managed to escape both the Disney empire and the Hollywood film industry. They have thus remained somewhat unscathed by the rampant consumerism that has engulfed J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter novels or J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings series.

The purpose of this volume was never to present as many books as possible from the largest number of countries possible. Several recent publications have already undertaken to provide this information, notably Carl Tomlinson’s Children’s Books from Other Countries (1998), and Susan Stan’s companion volume, The World through Children’s Books (2002), annotated bibliographies of international children’s books containing several hundred titles each. In contrast, Beyond Babar examines in depth eleven of the most celebrated European children’s novels in substantial, critical essays written by well-known international scholars. This approach allows a comprehensive discussion of the selected works from a variety of theoretical perspectives. Each essay offers a critical introduction to the text that can serve as a point of departure for literary scholars, professors of children’s literature, primary and secondary school teachers, and librarians who are interested in texts that cross languages and cultures. Beyond Babar is especially meant to assist instructors of children’s literature who would like to use these texts in the classroom, in order to begin to redress the English-language dominance of many children’s literature courses. We also hope that the volume will be of interest to the general public, as its ultimate aim is bring to the attention of all English-speaking readers the literature from other parts of the world, in this case from Europe.

In selecting the works to be included in Beyond Babar, we used very similar criteria to those applied for the original Touchstones volumes, that is to say, excellence, importance, distinctiveness, and popularity. Like the novels included in the first volume, those we chose are also, to a certain extent, “books that are paradoxically both the most unconventional and the most representative of conventions” (Nodelman 1985, 8). In addition, our selection process involved a number of pragmatic criteria dictated by the fact that we were dealing with texts in languages other than English. Firstly, we included only novels that have been translated into English. Although this is an obvious condition, it made the selection quite difficult because so few foreign books are translated. Many works that are considered classics in their homeland are never made available to English-speaking readers. Even when they have been translated, quite often they do not stay in print for very long. Another practical consideration was, therefore, that the books be easily available in English, that is, in print and preferably in paperback editions. This consideration was to ensure that professors or teachers would have easy access to the books for classroom use. Although this is indeed the case for the majority of the novels, Rodari’s The Befana’s Toyshop is no longer in print. This work is important enough, however, that we felt it was imperative to include it. Further, it is available through libraries and second-hand networks. In their own countries, these books have become modern classics and are regularly reissued in new editions. Tournier’s Friday and Robinson has sold several million copies in France, where it is one of France’s bestselling children’s books, surpassed only by The Little Prince, but it was more than thirty years after the first translation before it was finally reissued in English in 2003. It is our hope that, as was the case with the European Picture Book Collection, a project carried out with the support of the European Community, other major works will once again be made available if there is enough demand from children’s literature mediators. In that particular instance, however, it was a question of keeping books in print in their own countries, a decidedly easier feat than keeping translated books in print, especially in North America.

Beyond Babar includes a selection of the very best European children’s books available in translation. For that reason, some countries are represented by more than one essay, whereas other countries are not represented at all. Since this book is devoted only to novels, other genres, such as the fairy tales of Charles Perrault, the Grimm Brothers, and Hans Christian Andersen—undoubtedly the best-known European children’s stories—were obviously not included. Further, as the title Beyond Babar suggests, books that are widely known in North America were deliberately excluded, in particular Pinocchio and Heidi, which were selected for the first Touchstones volume. All the novels were written in the twentieth-century, and they span much of the century. The earliest novel examined is Korczak’s King Matt the First, published in Poland in 1923. With the exception of The Little Prince, written in 1943, all the other novels are post-World War II, beginning with Pippi Longstocking, issued in Sweden in 1945. The most recent is Jostein Gaarder’s international bestseller Sophie’s World, which appeared in 1991.

The books selected have radically marked children’s literature and affected significantly its status in their country of origin and, in most cases, far beyond. They are written by some of the most important twentieth-century children’s authors, several of whom were awarded the prestigious Andersen Medal: Astrid Lindgren in 1958, Tove Jansson in 1966, Gianni Rodari in 1970, Cecil Bødker in 1976, and Christine Nöstlinger in 1984. However, these authors are generally not as well known as they deserve in the English-speaking world. Rodari, for example, is considered the most significant Italian children’s author of the twentieth-century (that is to say, he is surpassed only by Carlo Collodi), and his reputation is well established in many European countries, but he remains virtually unknown by English-speaking readers. Ende became a kind of cult author in Germany, but he is probably better known in Japan than in North America.

Very prestigious literary prizes were awarded to many of these novels. The Neverending Story, for example, won no less than ten international prizes within the first four years of its publication, that is, before it was even translated into English. Christine Nöstlinger won the very first international Astrid Lindgren Memorial Award in 2003. These books are favorites with young readers, parents, educators, and publishers in their own countries and in many other parts of the world. They are firmly established in school curricula and constitute customary school prizes. Many are highly regarded by critics at home and have engendered a substantial body of highly reputable scholarship and criticism. A few, but far from all, of these works have been the object of serious critical study by the English-speaking scholarly community. The lasting success of these novels attests to their excellence. Many years after their publication, they are still bestsellers in their own countries, and often in many other countries as well, indicating that they are indeed true classics. Ende’s bestselling novel offers an excellent example. According to Dieter Petzold, 7.7 million copies of The Neverending Story have been sold worldwide, 3.2 million of those in Germany and the rest abroad. It has been translated into a total of thirty-six languages. Tove Jansson’s Moomin novels have been translated into thirty-four languages and Astrid Lindgren’s into more than eighty. A few of these books nonetheless had a difficult start. Ironically, the manuscripts for Lindgren’s first Pippi book and for Tournier’s Friday and Robinson, both still huge bestsellers, were initially turned down by leading Swedish and French publishers, respectively. Some of these highly popular works inspired sequels, as in the case of the Pippi stories and the Moomin books.

The authors of these novels often broke with the conventions of children’s book publishing of the time and forged new paths for their successors. Cecil Bødker’s writing for children transgressed the notion of children’s literature in 1960s Denmark. Although Tove Jansson’s Moomin books more or less respected literary conventions in the beginning, they gradually became increasingly experimental. Astrid Lindgren, Michel Tournier, and Peter Pohl, among others, sought to question the status quo and overturn conventional attitudes. Freeing themselves from the rigid moral codes and taboos that had long governed children’s literature, many of these authors explore controversial topics, for example, gender issues and child abuse in Johnny, My Friend, racism in Friday and Robinson, and war and power in King Matt the First. Some authors, notably Ende, came under attack from the extreme religious right, in much the same manner as J. K. Rowling and Philip Pullman in more recent years. There is a great deal of innovative formal experimentation in many of these works. Often they are complex and multilayered books that invite readings on various levels. Ende and Gaarder were by no means certain that their ambitious and challenging novels would meet with success. The metafictional play in The Neverending Story and Sophie’s World is quite sophisticated, as are the narrative strategies of Johnny, My Friend. Open endings are a common feature of these novels, and Johnny, My Friend and Moominvalley in November offer striking examples. Often these authors engage in clever intertextual play, alluding to some of the most beloved works of children’s literature. The Befana’s Toyshop contains intertextual references to Pinocchio, Friday and Robinson to Robinson Crusoe, The Neverending Story to The Lord of the Rings, Pippi Longstocking to Anne of Green Gables, Johnny, My Friend to Pippi, and so forth. Several novels share common traits with traditional tales and other favorite genres for children, but they are generally updated and given a modern twist. The Befana’s Toyshop is a fairy tale, but it marks a modern evolution of the genre, as Ann Lawson Lucas points out. The Neverending Story has been called an educational fairy tale, but it is also a fantasy fiction and, as Petzold demonstrates, a meta-fantasy that reflects on the fantasy genre. These books are often difficult to categorize, defying genre classification. The Little Prince has been designated as a fable, a fairy tale, a parable, an allegory, and a philosophical tale. Furthermore, as Claire Malarte-Feldman illustrates in her essay, the graphic element is inseparable from the text in this unique book illustrated by the author. Frequently, the conventions of several genres are blended, as, for example, in the Moomin novels or the Pippi books. The Befana’s Toyshop is an episodic story that shares some of the characteristics of a short story collection. The limited success of some of these books in English-speaking countries may have something to do with differences in literary traditions. For example, Lucas rightly points out that English literary history does not have the long tradition of linked tales that exists in Italy.

The novels included in Beyond Babar are all classics of children literature, even if some have perhaps not achieved that status in the English-speaking world. Further, many are considered masterpieces of literature in Europe and would find their place in the literary canons of certain linguistic areas, just as Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland does in English-language countries. At least one of these works is actually among the most famous books in the world. As Malarte-Feldman mentions, Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince is said to be the third best-known book after the Bible and Das Kapital. A number of these authors wrote for adults as well as children. Jansson published her first novel for adults two years after winning the Andersen Medal. Saint-Exupéry and Tournier are first and foremost novelists for adults, but their most famous works are children’s books. Ende considered himself above all a playwright, but his most successful work is also a children’s novel. Many of these novels are, in fact, crossover books that are read by a dual audience of adults and children. In the case of The Neverending Story, critics don’t even agree that it can be considered a children’s book. From Korczak’s King Matt the First to Gaarder’s Sophie’s World, these books offer multiple layers of meaning for readers of all ages. Like Alice in Wonderland, many of these works have an important philosophical element, in particular The Little Prince, Friday and Robinson, and Sophie’s World, which is subtitled “A Novel About the History of Philosophy.” Because these novels transcend and blur the so-called borders between adult and children’s literature, Malarte-Feldman calls these works “books without borders.” Their success in many countries makes them “books without borders” in another sense. As we have seen, however, children’s books do not “cross all the frontiers” with the ease that Paul Hazard suggests in his influential book Les livres, les enfants et les hommes (Hazard 1944, 147). Some borders are much more difficult to cross than others. It is our hope that Beyond Babar will help to facilitate the border crossings of these European masterpieces of children’s literature in the English-speaking world.

NOTE

1. The term “touchstone” is borrowed from the English poet and essayist Matthew Arnold, who had used it to refer to great poetry (see Nodelman 1985, 1).

WORKS CITED

Hazard, Paul. Les livres, les enfants et les hommes. Paris: Flammarion, 1932. Translated by Marguerite Mitchell under the title Books, Children and Men. Boston: The Horn Book, 1944.

Nodelman, Perry, ed. Touchstones: Reflections on the Best in Children’s Literature. 3 vols. West Lafayette, Ind: ChLA, 1985–89.

O’Sullivan, Emer. “Internationalism, the universal child and the world of children’s literature.” Pp. 13–25 in International Companion Encyclopedia of Children’s Literature. Ed. Peter Hunt. 2nd ed. Volume I. London: Routledge, 2004.

Rodari, Gianni. Grammatica della fantasia. Torino: Einaudi, 1973. Translated by Jack Zipes under the title The Grammar of Fantasy. New York: Teachers & Writers Collaborative, 1996.

Stan, Susan, ed. The World through Children’s Books. Lanham, Md: Scarecrow, 2002.

Tomlinson, Carl M., ed. Children’s Books from Other Countries. Lanham, Md: Scarecrow, 1998.


1

Earth Hanging in Infinity

Janusz Korczak’s King Matt the First

Lilia Ratcheva-Stratieva

In 1923 a book was published in the Polish language that has continued to appeal to readers and to play an important role in Polish, European, and world literature for children. This book, entitled Król Maciusz Pierwszy (translated as King Matt the First, 1986), and its sequel Król Maciusz na wyspie bezludnej (1923, “King Matt on the Desert Island”1), is the story of an orphan child king who wants to change the world. The author, a pediatrician and educator, was already known for other literary works signed with the pen name Janusz Korczak.2

When Little Matt’s father, the King, dies, the ten-year-old boy is left alone in the world since he had lost his mother earlier. Further, he is obliged to become the king and to rule the country. In the beginning, the little king is treated as a child by the ministers and virtually left to observe what they do. However, little by little, Matt learns how to fight for his rights and how to make the ministers obey. He learns by asking questions, by trying to remember what his father did in similar situations, and by analyzing the facts in his childlike manner, all while discovering truths for himself. When his neighbors declare war on him, he secretly joins the army and fights on the front lines as an ordinary soldier. In this first war Matt is the winner, and he is very generous toward his enemies, the neighboring kings, a fact that does not save him from being wronged later and from nursing a deeper feeling of loneliness. After the victory Matt comes back to his capital enriched with new experience as a warrior and with better knowledge of people. Having met many times with betrayal on the part of the people around him, he is disappointed with their moral values. Back to peace and to his capital, but disillusioned with adults, King Matt decides to reform the country with the children as allies and organizes a children’s parliament. Because of their lack of experience and because of bad advice, the children make a mess of the country. Matt is not only betrayed by adults, but also by his best child friend, Felek. Matt’s only true friend appears to be the black girl Klu-Klu, daughter of one of the black kings with whom Matt cooperates. Klu-Klu brings black kids to King Matt’s capital and makes them study there. Being brave, honest, direct, and spontaneous, she is the only one who is always ready to help Matt and to make sacrifices for him. Inexperienced, betrayed by the adults in his entourage, and disappointed with those whom he has trusted, King Matt fails in his attempt to reform the kingdom. Using the chaos in his country, the same kings to which he has been generous attack him again. This time King Matt is defeated and condemned to exile on a desert island.

The sequel to King Matt the First, King Matt on the Desert Island, begins as an adventure story, describing Matt’s different adventures while trying to escape exile. Although written according to the conventions of an adventure novel, this part of the book is also a psychological study of the people Matt meets on the way. The second half of the book takes place on the desert island where Matt has lots of time to read, study, and think. He tries to understand the world. Korczak leaves Matt to think over his bitter experience, his reforms, and the reasons that they have failed. The more he knows, the greater is his disappointment. Eventually, it appears that there is no place for him on earth. People like him are not needed; they create only trouble with their ambitions to change the world. The second book ends with Matt’s death.

KORCZAK’S CONCERN FOR CHILDREN

Books for children are usually born of love. Korczak’s King Matt the First is no exception. The child was, for Korczak, a miracle. Before King Matt the First was published, the author had already shown his love, care, and respect for children in his pedagogical works3 and in his activities as a physician. People who knew Korczak often said how important children were for him. In the book of memoirs by the pupils or collaborators of Janusz Korczak, Wspomnienia o Januszu Korczaku (Remembrances of Janusz Korczak), the authors state repeatedly that Korczak saw in children the meaning of his life. The following anecdote is only one example of his attitude. A schoolmate once met Korczak in the Saski Park in Warsaw, where he was sitting on a bench, observing children. The friend asked him why he started studying medicine if he wanted to be a writer. He answered:

In order to write valuable works, one has to be a good diagnostic. In other words it is necessary to know the human being and its diseases. But the human being is up to now a completely unknown creature. . . . The writer in my opinion must not only have the ambition to know but also to cure human souls. (Barszczewska 1981, 225)

Two words are important when addressing Korczak’s attitude toward children: love and respect. Even the titles of his pedagogical works alone are sufficient to illustrate this fact: How to Love a Child and Prawo dziecka do szacunku (1928; The Child’s Right to Respect 1992). This concern for children was definitively proven by the example of Korczak’s life and death. He did not have children of his own. His children were the pupils from the Jewish orphanage in Krochmalna Street in Warsaw. He dedicated his life to organizing and running this orphanage. Not only did he love these children and take care of them, but he also sacrificed his life for them. During World War II the orphanage was forced to become part of the Warsaw Ghetto. Korczak had many opportunities to leave the Ghetto and save his own life, but he refused and stayed with his children till the end. During the deportation of the Ghetto, he went to the gas chambers of Treblinka ahead of them. He was last seen in Warsaw on the “Umschlagplatz” on August 6, 1942. Thus Korczak has become an epitome of humanity and care for children. Like his children he became “earth hanging in infinity.”

What is the origin of Korczak’s interest and concern for children and childhood? The turn of the 19th century witnessed a rapid development of pedagogy as a scientific field, as well as the development of biological science, in conjunction with studies of human behavior and psychology. The pedagogical ideas at the time were concerned with developing respect rather than obedience and punishment, which were a common practice in Europe. In the first decades of the twentieth century, Europe produced several reformers of the methods of bringing up children, whose methods are still used. One example was Maria Montessori (1870–1952), whose system was based on belief in children’s creative potential, their drive to learn, and their right to be treated as individuals; she created a school for disadvantaged children, and wrote about the need to build inner discipline. Another was the French teacher Celestine Freinet (1896–1996), who, after World War I, devised a system to help children to learn by themselves without depending on classroom instruction. During his stays in Berlin (1907), Paris (1909), and London (1911) Korczak had the opportunity to get acquainted with the new trends in pedagogy, as well as with the educational theories developed in the nineteenth century by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi in Switzerland and Herbert Spenser in Britain. Serving as an army doctor during World War I, he used his time not only to cure people but also to visit educational institutions using Maria Montessori’s program. Later Janusz Korczak developed his own pedagogical views and became one of this group of reformers of European education in the first half of the twentieth century. All these pioneers believed that children have to be treated with respect and their educational systems involved genuine esteem for the child’s feelings, for his or her needs and concerns, and deeper knowledge of the child’s psychology.

Another source of Korczak’s interest in the child was probably his own childhood experience. As a child, the little Henryk Goldszmit—Korczak’s name at birth—observed the poor children playing in the yard of his Warsaw home with whom he was not allowed to play. Later Korczak ascribes the same experience to his protagonist King Matt. As early as that time Korczak began to reflect upon the injustice in the world and, like King Matt, the little Henryk dreamed of changing the world. Many years later he wrote in his diary:

Already at that time I confessed to my granny in a face-to-face conversation my plan to rebuild the world, for example to ban all the money. Where and how, and what to do next I, of course, didn’t know. Don’t judge me too severely. I was then five years old, and the task was extremely difficult. What to do so that children will no longer be dirty, shabby and hungry, like the ones in the yard with whom I was not allowed to play. (“Pamietnik” 513)

Yet another reason for Korczak’s interest in the child was the contemporary manner of bringing up children, which relied heavily on punishment. The main principle of this practice was “Better to cry now than later, for the child’s own sake.” This practice often led to children feeling miserable, frightened, and mistreated, and living with constant guilt. These principles, or rather the lack thereof, are to be found in many of Korczak’s literary works. In King Matt the First, for example, Felek, Matt’s friend, often shares with Matt his father’s threats; on different occasions and for different reasons, the latter promises to beat him until his skin peels off. In one note written to King Matt, Felek mentions that his father had thrashed him severely because, when preparing to go to the front, the boy took his flask, penknife, and bandolier. Felek, of course, never owns up to having taken them. Physical punishment is also mentioned when Felek insists on receiving a certificate for being King Matt’s favorite; his father learns about it, and his first reaction is to beat him severely. The attitude toward the child and the pedagogical practice that Korczak witnessed as a child and later as pediatrician and educator, the humiliations he himself suffered as a child, or the humiliations of other
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