
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	
PENGUIN BOOKS

Just So Stories

Rudyard Kipling was born in Bombay in 1865. His father, John Lockwood Kipling, was the author and illustrator of Beast and Man in India, and his mother, Alice, was the sister of Lady Burne-Jones. In 1871 Kipling was brought home from India and spent five unhappy years with a foster family in Southsea, an experience he later drew on in The Light that Failed (1891). The years he spent at the United Services College, a school for officers’ children, are depicted in Stalky and Co. (1899) and the character of Beetle is something of a self-portrait. It was during his time at the college that he began writing poetry and Schoolboy Lyrics was published privately in 1881. In the following year he started work as a journalist in India, and while there produced a body of work, stories, sketches and poems – notably Plain Tales from the Hills (1888) – which made him an instant literary celebrity when he returned to England in 1889. Barrack-Room Ballads (1892) contains some of his most popular pieces, including ‘Mandalay’, ‘Gunga Din’ and ‘Danny Deever’. In this collection Kipling experimented with form and dialect, notably the cockney accent of the soldier poems, but the influence of hymns, music-hall songs, ballads and public poetry can be found throughout his verse.

In 1892 he married an American, Caroline Balestier, and from 1892 to 1896 they lived in Vermont, where Kipling wrote The Jungle Book, published in 1894. In 1901 came Kim and in 1902 the Just So Stories. Tales of every kind – including historical and science fiction – continued to flow from his pen but Kim is generally thought to be his greatest long work, putting him high among the chroniclers of British expansion.

From 1902 Kipling made his home in Sussex, but he continued to travel widely and caught his first glimpse of warfare in South Africa, where he wrote some excellent reportage on the Boer War. However, many of the views he expressed were rejected by anti-imperialists who accused him of jingoism and love of violence. Though rich and successful, he never again enjoyed the literary esteem of his early years. With the onset of the Great War his work became a great deal more sombre. The stories he subsequently wrote, A Diversity of Creatures (1917), Debits and Credits (1926) and Limits and Renewals (1932), are now thought by many to contain some of his finest writing. The death of his only son in 1915 also contributed to a new inwardness of vision.

Kipling refused to accept the role of Poet Laureate and other civil honours, but he was the first English writer to be awarded the Nobel Prize, in 1907. He died in 1936 and his autobiographical fragment Something of Myself was published the following year.

Peter Levi, classical scholar, archaeologist and poet, was born in 1931. He translated The Psalms and Pausanias’ Guide to Greece for Penguin Classics, as well as a collection of Yevtushenko (with R. Milner-Gulland) for the Penguin Modern Poets. He also edited The Penguin Book of English Christian Verse. He wrote more than sixty books, including The Light Garden of the Angel King, an account of his travels in Afghanistan; A Bottle in the Shade; The Penguin History of Greek Literature and biographies of Alfred Lord Tennyson, John Milton and Edward Lear. Peter Levi was Professor of Poetry at the University of Oxford from 1984 to 1989. He died on 1 February 2000.

The Kipling Society, founded in 1927, is a literary society for all who enjoy the prose and poetry of Rudyard Kipling. For enquiries, write to The Honorary Secretary, 6 Clifton Road, London W9 1SS.
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Introduction

It is an honour to introduce a book by Kipling, and he has told us that this one was his favourite. There is something rather unexplained about Kipling all the same, both as a man and as a writer; early in life he had been such a brilliant success, and his proper pride had been so hurt, that perhaps he was not very open to criticism. Literature is usually more co-operative than we imagine, but Kipling, in spite of his remarkable public and national stature, was one of those artists of intensely personal vision, separate, really, from the mainstream of culture, who have flourished more visibly since our community of belief and the old social structure fell apart. He was the national spokesman in the end for an ideal that was already in fragments. One should not be deceived into thinking of him as an establishment writer; he was as individual as the painter Francis Bacon, and he could be as terrifying.

The suspicion that his oddity concealed greatness has never entirely died out. On a simple level, this is because of the efficiency of his prose, the accuracy of his observation, his vivid likenesses, his ability to summon up a scene or a character or a mood. He was, admittedly, under a cloud with young lions and fashionable critics from the twenties to the sixties, but only because their housemasters and uncles had recommended him. Poets have always seen the point of his poetry, which I think of as a hidden but healthy influence even in the thirties and forties. He widened the range of English literature, and his tone was as hypnotic as Swinburne’s had been or as Eliot’s was to be. If his verse ever did go out of fashion, it was for technical reasons. The language, as he wrote it, was very heavily stressed, at a time when the inhabitants of Bloomsbury were already cooing and swooping like doves; and now we are all cooers rather than thumpers. But Kipling is thrilling, musically as well as in other ways. Brecht wanted to base a major work on Kipling, and their verse has something in common.

If I try to set out what it is I admire in him, then it is best to begin with an honest account of experience. The first poetry I remember liking as a child (apart from Shakespeare, whom I enjoyed for his fantasy and comedy and oceanic noises) was by Scott, but Kipling and Hardy followed swiftly. All these writers have a strong and dramatic narrative sense, and exhilarating rhythms. At nine or ten I think Puck of Pook’s Hill was already one of my favourite books; we had perhaps done it at school or my mother read it to me. I liked it so much and for so long that I hardly dare re-read it now. Since that time I have read all the Kipling that I came across, and have frequently re-read the poetry in search of his elusive secret. When stuck bookless in London for the odd night as an adult, I have often bought an early second-hand edition of Kipling’s prose to read in bed; they never cost more than fifty pence each.

I admire his courage as a writer, his lifelong refusal to give up, and his intrepedity in confronting his obviously deep personal sufferings. I like him for being an imaginative gardener in Sussex and a yachtsman in the Channel and for his gaiety on his bicycle and in his early motor car and for ‘Fly forward O my heart/From the Foreland to the Start’. I like his criticism of England, which was ceaseless, though I have also been told that he wrote the radio speeches of George V. It is surely amazing in such an individualist that he should come close to being the national poet. Adrian Mitchell says in the Oxford Hysteria of English Poetry that Tennyson went on so long he got bored with himself and changed his name to Kipling at half time. I see his point and only half think it unfair. Tennyson did in fact express a rumble of elderly approval for the patriotic verses of the youthful Kipling.

But the following anecdote says more for Kipling. In a London club where he used to be a member, I once noticed his picture on the wall and wondered whether anyone in the club still remembered him. ‘Oh yes,’ said my neighbour. ‘Kipling introduced me to this club. He used to visit our mess in India, on the North-West Frontier; he used to come quite often. He never said much, he just sat and listened. We used to get called out for what was called a cutting-out expedition, chasing around on horses in the dark. Kipling would still be there late at night when we came in, and hear all about it. I must have done it dozens of times as a young man and Kipling never came with us, but he wrote about it with the most brilliant accuracy as I could never have done. Just by listening.’ The man who related this was a famous writer. Kipling’s social conversation in London was said to be disappointing, but among the English writers of the last hundred years there have been few better listeners. His ear for the dialect of private soldiers was probably defective, but that is another matter. He was a natural and perhaps too lively parodist, even in the Just So Stories.

The borders of Afghanistan and Tibet were exciting to Kipling, because in his day they were receding frontiers. In his youth the imperial horizons were still advancing, and Kipling was a born explorer. One of the strangest and saddest things I know about him is that at school, a military academy of no great merit called Westward Ho!, he learnt Russian, obviously with an eye to taking part in the Great Game of Central Asian spying. The hero of his Stalky & Co., who became a general in the First World War and later criticized Kipling with pompous severity for running down the dear old school, did, in fact, do minor intelligence work in Afghanistan, as an assistant to Aurel Stein. Marcus Aurelius Stein was a Hungarian Jew, intoxicated by the archaeological finds of the Hungarian Central Asia Expedition in his boyhood. In order to work there as an archaeologist, he became a British national and worked as a spy disguised as an archaeologist. He was the greatest of all explorers of Central Asia. But Kipling’s eyesight was not good enough, and he was summoned back to India at seventeen to become a journalist. My own view is that his identification of schoolboy antics with the Great Game in Stalky & Co. was correct. Much that went on in the North-West Frontier area was both romantic and childish or boyish.

It is important to grasp the outline of his life, even though there is room here for only the briefest sketch. He lived from 1865 to 1936. In his twenty-third year he was famous, publishing seventy stories in eight books; the public yelled for more, but his great vogue ended with the Boer War. He was slightly dotty on several subjects at forty; seriously ill at fifty; and lived tragically on until his death at seventy. Thus we must concentrate on his earlier years. Tennyson, Swinburne, Hopkins, Arnold, Browning and Lewis Carroll must all have read him at the height of his fame. Had he been a less successful writer of documentary fiction and just struggled on as a poet, we would think of him as the contemporary of Yeats, which he exactly was. He was just thirteen years older than Edward Thomas, and for that reason, and because of his own rougher and readier education, less conscious of the real problems of literature at that time. His only full-scale novel, The Light that Failed, is a sharp and impressive book, but it does not, to my mind, suggest that he could have been a great novelist. He lacked Tolstoy’s stamina, the intellectual stature of H. G. Wells, let alone of Henry James, and the fineness of Virginia Woolf, though one is free to prefer him to any of them for his small-scale but astounding powers, for his fascinating subject-matter, and because he was geniunely a poet. If he was often implicitly sentimental, he was no more so than Hemingway, who inclined to tight-lipped heroes for similar reasons.

Kipling was called Rudyard after a lake in Staffordshire where his parents first met. His father was working then as a designer in the potteries and belonged to the solidly Victorian Arts and Crafts movement, whose focus was the Victoria and Albert Museum. He later worked at the Lahore Museum and elsewhere in British India, and is said to have designed the Indian throne room at Osborne. Little Rudyard was sent home alone to be educated, at a younger age than usual because of his health. He was bullied and terrified, and I do not believe that he ever recovered. But he spent Christmas at Southsea with the Burne-Jones family, and for the rest of his life he remembered the ageing William Morris sitting on a rocking-horse, telling the children the most blood-curdling of Norse sagas in his own words. The Just So Stories are tales that Kipling told his own children; they have an epic formality that he learnt early in life.

His school was barbarous, but at least one can say that the headmaster encouraged him to read. He left in 1882, at the age of seventeen. At once Kipling began to write journalism and his thrilling stories of Indian life. He was always an immensely abundant and varied writer, but his early years gave him a head start. At twenty-three he was back in London and nationally famous. Naturally, he set off on extensive and, in the end, worldwide travels. He fell for a brilliant American author and publisher called Charles Wolcott Balestier, who also interested Henry James, and in 1892, at the age of twenty-seven, he married Balestier’s sister. Throughout the nineties he published Many Inventions, both Jungle Books, Captains Courageous, Barrack-Room Ballads, Seven Seas and A Fleet in Being, an extraordinary and dashing work. For Jubilee Day 1897, long before it fitted the national mood, he wrote the poem ‘Recessional’. It is supposed to have been rescued from his waste-paper basket, but he came to consider it his best poem. In 1901 he published Kim, and in 1902 the Just So Stories. That year he settled at Bateman’s in Sussex, from which arose Puck of Pook’s Hill, published in 1906.

It can be seen that his output in the first ten years of his marriage was strongly inclined to the boyish and to children’s stories, and that even what he wrote for adults was for boyish or childish adults. Many of these books were still knocking about school libraries in the thirties and forties; they had not been edged out by his later writings. The only contemporary parallel to Kipling for liveliness and sheer inventiveness was Chesterton. There is an irrepressible quality about them both that can be found in other authors only to a lesser degree, and always in social outsiders. These writers were like a powerful, admirable force of nature that official, stuffed-shirt England was unable to restrain. Other literature of the period may be finer or more aesthetic, but in Chesterton and in Kipling it was alive.

A strain of sadness hits Kipling’s fantasy in the Just So Stories. He spent 1898–9 in New York with the Balestiers and his three children. His younger daughter, Elsie, became Mrs Bambridge and outlived him; his son John died in the First World War; and Josephine, the eldest, died in 1899 in New York. It was to his children that these were first told. When he came to write them, he underlined the part his younger daughter had played in their conception. She must have been learning to read, and ‘How the First Letter was Written’ and ‘How the Alphabet was Made’ were specially for her.

Her brows are bound with bracken-fronds,
    And golden elf-locks fly above;
Her eyes are bright as diamonds
    And bluer than the sky above.

In moccasins and deer-skin cloak,
    Unfearing, free and fair she flits,
And lights her little damp-wood smoke
    To show her Daddy where she flits.

For far–oh, very far behind,
    So far she cannot call to him,
Comes Tegumai alone to find
    The daughter that was all to him.

Light verse? Certainly. Sentimental? Pardonably so. The rawness of the pain could not have been so sharply conveyed in any other way. I do not think Kipling felt that private grief was a proper subject for poetry; that is one reason why he is not quite a great poet, however much we like him. Those horrifying English boarding schools buttoned him up too tightly, and at nearly forty he was to be found brooding over the elf-locks of his dead baby. The same mood in the same years is on display at Osborne, in Queen Victoria’s grotesque mementoes of her own children. But one does not like people the less for being so vulnerably mawkish, and the suddenness of the intrusion of personal feeling and the swiftness of its disappearance in Kipling’s verse is what is moving. One may suspect that Kipling overvalued his Just So Stories because of the personal associations that enveloped them even before they were written down. Most of these stories are not really as brilliant as the two Jungle Books. For one thing, they are deliberately worldwide and prehistoric, which is no advantage. Kipling teases the children with foreign place-names and shipping lines as if they were labels on his luggage. Some of the places are invented, and they are all fantasized; the children’s curiosity is being deliberately titillated. ‘And they became the most beautiful islands of Borneo, Celebes, Sumatra, Java, and the rest of the Malay Archipelago, and you can look them out on the map!’

In this book, as in most of those written within a decade of it, Kipling is didactic in several ways. The problem about this is that he is also a self-educated man, addicted to whims and fantasies. These stories are a kind of bad-taste parody of Darwin’s theory of the evolution of species, and the truth about that subject is so overwhelmingly interesting as to make fantasies about it insipid. Yet Kipling could not have written without Darwin. Even his whimsical origin of the alphabet, which is correct in principle but sentimental in all its details, oddly reflects ideas that were afloat in the late nineteenth century. While Kipling was writing the Just So Stories, the Rosetta Stone had not long been deciphered; Arthur Evans was discovering the earliest syllabic scripts of the Greeks, Linear Scripts A and B. They use syllabic signs, not an alphabet, but the principle of the origins of signs is the same, and one can see Kipling’s real interest in ancient scripts from his illustrations to his own book. As for the genuineness of his enthusiasm for prehistory, the moment when his unattractive, ancient landscape suddenly turns out to be the Surrey hills is thrilling, I think, and real.

Chesterton was to the same degree self-educated, and had much less experience of life. They set one another off in this way, as in others. Little or nothing that Chesterton wrote has dated as badly as Kipling’s imperialism, though Kipling’s views were at least functional in nourishing a sense of imperial noblesse oblige and of the supremacy of paternalist reasoning in the entire class of young men who really did govern the British Empire. But Kipling never professed anything as perverse as Chesterton’s views on slavery and serfdom and Merry England, though Chesterton, even at his silliest, expresses a deep-rooted decency that he fosters in his readers to this day. Chesterton felt himself a liberal, Kipling proclaimed himself conservative, and yet it Was Kipling whose views were objectively progressive in their day and Chesterton who still appeals to our tattered conservative instincts. They both wrote baddish poetry in extremely similar terms about a mystical England underlying the landscape. This theme first apperars in the Just So Stories.

Their quarrel was about the Boer War, and it was Kipling’s view of the war that made him so hated by the literary intellectuals of the next generation, who were mostly liberal. In 1909 Rupert Brooke, in his school-leaving performance at the sixth-form debating society at Rugby, made a stinging attack on Kipling, with his Boer War imperialism very much in mind; though later in life he reproved Siegfried Sassoon for sneering at the older man, having been converted by Edward Marsh to the sound and technique of certain poems. Ezra Pound, to whom the Boer War meant nothing much, was brought up with ‘the bustuous noises of Kipling’; Kipling was, I think, an unnoticed influence on Pound, who always respected the poems to some degree. Eliot was brought up on ‘Danny Deever’. The great crisis of politics for Chesterton was the Marconi Case, which turned him and his circle against the parliamentary liberal party. As a conservative Kipling took an equally strong line against liberal corruption. Both writers had a streak of anti-Semitism, and they cannot have been displeased to find their enemy was called Rufus Isaacs. Kipling attacked him memorably and savagely in his poem ‘Gehazi’.

Chesterton mounted his main attack on Kipling in the Daily Mail and reprinted it in Heretics in 1905. He began by admitting that ‘the first and fairest thing to say about Rudyard Kipling is that he has borne a brilliant part in recovering the lost provinces of poetry’. He then scourges Kipling for ‘militarism’ and makes the searching criticism that ‘he admires England because she is strong, not because she is English’. As Chesterton continues, he becomes grossly unfair. He says Kipling ‘knows England as an intelligent Englishman knows Venice. He has been to England a great many times; he has stopped there for long visits. But he does not belong to it, or to any place…’ But Kipling’s travels were not only pardonable, they were surely admirable. The world really was thrilling to him. That sense is distilled in Kim and in the Just So Stories. As for his lack of English roots, the unkindness of Chesterton’s jibe is out of place. It is suburban. There is more England in Stalky & Co. than there is in The Napoleon of Notting Hill, which is a suburban fantasy after all. Even Chesterton’s Christianity looks somehow provincial and limited today. His Europe was a small idea. One hopes that when Puck of Pook’s Hill appeared in 1906, just a year after Heretics, Chesterton felt he had been answered.

Kipling uses the word ‘nigger’ in the Just So Stories, but so does Conrad in The Nigger of the Narcissus. Kipling intends no offence, and the word was normal in England in his day, but there is no doubt that Kipling had deeply offensive thoughts at the back of his head. He is unashamedly a colonialist, and part of our enjoyment is historical curiosity; he is a very interesting and articulate witness to a world and a set of values that had nearly withered away by the first decade of this century. When Leonard Woolf went out to Ceylon as a colonial officer in 1904, he took with him the voluminous works of Voltaire. He served for eight years, and his hand shook for the rest of his life from the shock of signing a death sentence. Cruelty lurks below the surface of several of the Just So Stories, and yet every story is somehow, somewhere, touched with authentic magic. I think this is partly a period quality that he communicates with clarity and immediacy. But it is also partly the magic of his style. He writes very well indeed, and that is why we still read him, and why our children will go on reading him until the language itself has altered too much.

Whether one likes to admit the fact or not, style is an aesthetic matter; there are no good natural stylists in English, and there have been none since the sixteenth century, perhaps none since Malory. The only exception I can think of is the prose style of John Clare, but even he learnt to read from newspapers and the exception may be more apparent than real. Kipling is as careful and conscious a stylist as Hemingway or Isaac Babel. His children’s stories are not a million miles from Oscar Wilde’s fables and several other such books that were popular in the nineties. His cluttered drawings belong, I suppose, to the style now called Art Deco. His pre-Raphaelite connections were probably as important to his prose style as they were to his drawing style. The formal conventions of the Just So Stories appear to derive from the Arabian Nights, and bring to mind Flecker’s Hassan. ‘This, O Best Beloved, is another story of the High and Far-Off Times…’ ‘Once upon a most early time…’ ‘Hear and attend and listen; for this befell and behappened and became and was, O My Best Beloved, when the Tame animals were wild…’ ‘This, O my Best Beloved, is a story – a new and wonderful story – a story quite different from the other stories…’ The formula is always varied, but it is always arresting, and often not only romantic but almost beautiful. To their first listeners they must have been intoxicating. It may be important that the children were not all the same age, because several stories have
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