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Books for Children in English

FEHEOEEE L TEXLERE %

If we wish to understand strangers, we should
find out what they read as children.

If we wish to understand another culture, one valuable
resource is the body of stories, poems and songs told to and
read by children: or, these days, watched by them on tele-
vision. Many of the books written in English or translated
into English from other languages which have been read to,
or by, children on either side of the Atlantic have a perennial
value and interest, although on television they are often
sentimentalised and perverted: the books are always better.

The first books written for children were mostly
books of instruction, often dressed up as fiction, in fables or
parables, to make the instruction more palatable: Aesop’s
fables, for instance. In the Renaissance, well-born children

read courtesy books. Sometimes, these stories are developed
into extended allegories, such as The Pilgrim’s Progress.

Great collections of tales, whether of folk origin or not, while not intended for children have
often been read by them; these collections may be of native British origin, like the mythical stories
of King Arthur or Robin Hood, or they may be translations, such as the tales collected by the
brothers Grimm, The Arabian Nights, even The Bible.
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During the last two centuries, other genres have grown out of these older forms, or have been
re-invented:

animal stories, in which animals behave anthropomorphically (that is, like human beings) as
well as behaving like themselves (The Tales of Beatrix Potter, The Wind in the Willows, Watership
Down),

adventure stories, in which a boy (usually) takes part in the activities of a man’s world (a
hundred years ago this would have been the British Empire), where he triumphs by his brains rather
than his brawn (Km);

school stories, for both boys and girls, set almost exclusively in private schools, in which
communal loyalty is rewarded and solitary selfishness is punished (Tom Brown's Schooldays);

detective stories, in which a group of children outwits the criminals (and generally the police
as well);

fantasies. in which children enter a world different from the one which they normally inhabit,
which is both like and unlike their own world, where they
meet with strange adventures (Alice in Wonderland), or
confront characters who are of a different species or are
immortal (The Crock of Gold, The Lord of the Rings);

family sagas, in which a family engages in adven-
tures, but where the child or children play the leading part
or parts: the stories of E.Nesbit and Arthur Ransome,
Little Women, What Katy Did, even Winnie-the-Pooh (the
toy animals are Christopher Robin’s family);

hildungsromane (Ger: education novels), in which
an isolated child grows up and learns how to become part
of a larger community (The Secret Garden).

Today, many stories centre on children facing and
coming to terms with the problems of contemporary life,

especially in cities.

These stories are often beautifully illustrated.
(e A e g A S &= From Wind in the Willows (1931).
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