RUPERT and the
Critics
How to "critique" Rupert?

Rupert is not taken more "serioudy"” by the literati

... but then | also find it both annoying and
incomprehensible that many "real” critics regard The
Lord of the Rings and Harry Potter as anything other
than great and important books. Somehow a book that
hit readers of the 1960s like a hurricane, isread and re-
read by millionsand il setsthe standard for adult faery

I t's always been a source of frustration to me that

Alfred Bestall (above ) and C. S. Lewis (right) - both of whom have received
occasionally unfair treatment from the "literati"

story is not quite good enough. Similarly, a series of
books that brings children (and adults!) back to reading
books, on paper, long before any whiff of a Hollywood
movie, isdismissed as derivative, shallow, etc. by those
who know what agood book redlly is (Not!). My latent
desireto gtir thisissue up was further provoked by Geoff
Laidler's BA honours dissertation "The Bear Facts: A
Cultural Sudies Reading of Rupert Bear", submitted to
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the University of N ?

Sheffield in April 2000 hf

and now in the Followers' library. Geoff's work
concentrated on Rupert's place in the cultura landscape
of histime. Inhisclosng chapters, Geoff takesafind,
tantaising look at "establishing a proper critica paradigm
for children'sliterature’ (I include Rupert, though some
argue that Rupert is "story-telling using pictures' - not
literature. 1 think that Rupert deserves to be called
"illustrated children's literature” ... over to you for some
debate!). That is where | come in - to suggest redl,
practical aternatives to the fase criteria used by the
literary establishment. To be sure, much of the literary
posturing about "great books' issimply "The Emperor's
New Clothes" - one wag once suggested that the




definition of an award-winning
book was one that no-one ever || 4%
reads! That's obviously a little || *
strong and it's more constructive
for us to suggest viable
aternatives. We have in the past
touched peripheraly on thisissue
- in Mary Cadogan's article on
Rupert as a Folk-Hero (NN27),
where Mary looks a Rupert in the
context of other children's
characters. Mary's later piece in
NN39 (Rupert - The Key Piecein
the Jigsaw) describesthe qualities
in Rupert that make him special to
her and made his role in the

development of her imagination R i e
important. Thisarticletakesafirst || = = i

step in trying to pull this all
together and asking "what it isin
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RLUFERT'S CHUM MEETS HER TWIN

places imaginable. On the other
issues, however, here are a few
thoughts to start off what will
hopefully be a long-running,
controversial and positive
Nutwood Newdetter debate. 1 will
leave this deliberately incomplete
to try to stir others into later
action.

Clarity of character:-

Children identify with characters
in books - perhaps more directly
than do adults. Most adults tend
to look into a book, relatively
dispassionately, while children
become Bilbo Baggins, fighting

B e Smaug, Just William, up to his

sumennonnoe || earsin mischief, or Harry Potter,
R swooping down to win the day at

general that makes a children's

Thenew Annual - with multiple versions of the same story, to allow

Quidditch. Itisthereforevitd that

book good”, and "how does enjoyment at many levels, now atime-honoured Rupert tradition. Characters, good and bad, are

Rupert match up?"
It is not worth dwelling on what redl literary critics use
as a critical paradigm - other than to note that criteria
such as dense and clever use of language, depth of
character portraya and interesting exposition of the
politica redlities of the time are not likely to be good
benchmarksfor illustrated children'sbooks! Instead, let
uslook at what could be useful traits that would make
for agood children's illustrated book ... and let us start
with the premise that "good" means that:-

a) It stimulates children'simaginations

b) Children arelikely toread it initsentirety

¢) Children arelikely tore-read it

d) Adultscan enjoy it with, or evenin paralel
with, their children

e) It islikely to encourage children to read other,
possibly more challenging, books

f) Itislikely to make children think construc-
tively about life, the environment, science,
people and the universe - in particular about
their own relationshipswith these.

| proposethese asaligt of criteriaagaingt which children's
books can be judged. 1t would be good to hear fellow
Followers' views on this list. Is it correct? Is it
complete? Answerson apostcard ... In the meantime,
what should we look for - and how does Rupert stand
up to scrutiny? We need not think too long about (a)
above - as Rupert'sworld is one of the most imaginative

identifiable as such. Clearly
"baddies’ can turn out to be "goodies' in the end (and
vice versa) but charactersthat are ambiguous or doppily
demarcated smply will not do. The Nutwoodersfit the
bill well. Rupert isfull of fun, vitaity, adventure and
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Bilbo and Smaug - as drawn by Tolkien himself, for "The Hobbit"




Who ate all the pies? Well, Podgy drank the dodgy lemonade ...

courage. Podgy isalazy glutton with agood heart. The
Old Professor is a font of wisdom given to creating
mishaps when inventions go awry. Occasional
smugglers, pirates and robbers are identifiably bad and
represent the dangers that the outside world can present
unambiguoudy. All are clear, concise expressions of
identifiable characters, each with avery definiteroleto
play. Many, especially Rupert himsalf, are examples of
characterswho could berole models. Hopefully, Podgy
Pig does not attract too much of this sort of attention!

Pace

isimportant in many forms of adult nove - the gory must
keep moving to retain the reader’'s attention. Thomas
Hardy got away with a serious lack of pace - taking
severd pagesto describe Bathsheba Everdenesfeminine

... another mishap for the Old Professor requiring Dr. Lion 's cure. Who said
Pigscouldn't fly!

charms, for example! Rupert readers would be unlikely
to value such a description of Rupert's left ear. Rupert
stories, like Harry Potter's and those written by, for
example, Alan Garner, don't hang around. Excitement,
change of scene, cliff-hanging action are al par for the
course. However, this exciting pace is not achieved by
sacrificing dl fed for place, time and persondity. Joanna
Rowling's characters and places are real and well-

slegxciting. .. the stary is f_urm:iuff s,,
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New Staresman

described. Alan Garner's Alderley Edge is spine-
chillingly threatening. Rupert stories contain little
descriptive writing - because the description is in the
extraordinary illustrations. Here we have the first
departure from the norm with respect to illustrated
stories. Theillustrations are an inextricable element of
the story-telling process. In Rupert stories, they carry
both the personalities and the places and their quality is
of paramount importance. While Rupert is no mere
cartoon, we must find some way to include quality of
illustration as a criterion for his genre - illustrated
children'sliterature.




Humour

It would be patronising to consider that books had to
be "funny" to hold children's attention. However, an
element of humour (even black humour - look a Roald
Dahl's extraordinary creations!) helps to keep a young
reader reading. Edith Neshit's books are not "funny ha
ha' - but there is an element of oddness about the
Psammead, for example, that raises a smile and stops
the books from becoming solemn, and therefore "hard
work". Rupert is not often overtly funny - but comic
situations do occur (especially when Podgy gets
involved) and juxtgpositions of odd story eements occur
al over the place. There are peculiar and often comica
characters such as Spelies, Raggety, Odemedod and the
Mulp Gulper. Silly things happen from time to time.
Podgy becomes very large, Mrs. Bear has afit of disco-
dancing, Podgy floatslike abaloon, Rupert donsmagica
boots and bounces around like a thing demented.
Occasondly, ajokeishad a someone's expense. Podgy
IS, once again, often at the bottom of it, athough Bill
Badger aso has a tendency to practical joking. All of
this gently amusing stuff adds lightness and baances
Annuds that often include rather scary stories. As a
passing comment on this, Winnie the Pooh is humorous,
but many of the subtle jokes are aimed over the head of
the child to the adult that is reading the story out loud.

Adult humour (under the name of Sandersindeed!) in "Wnnie the Pooh"

Weird scenes inside the mulp-mine - and amusingly bizarre Spelies and Mulp
Gulper

While thisis good fun and encourages bedtime stories,
the more direct humour in Rupert'sworld is arguably of
greater value in terms of helping the younger reader to
appreciate humorous writing. In thisrespect, Rupert is
closer to Just William, Harry Potter and even,
unfortunately, the egregious Billy Bunter in gppealing
directly to achild's own sense of theridiculous.

Suspense
"Cliff-hangers’ grab the attention and force the
reader to go on, to stay awake for another 5
minutes to find out what happens. Clearly, in a
children's story, too much suspense is bad.
Bedtimes are likely to be disrupted, and most
stories are therefore short enough to alow the
reader to get from "a normal day in
Nutwood" at the beginning through "Rupert
in a very strange place, with danger all
around", to "back safe in Nutwood", all
: before bedtime! The Rupert Sorytellers
L‘J skill is to build in short, but often
terrifying, cliff-hangersthat alow the
young (or not so young) reader to
enjoy the suspense, to berdieved by
the rescue and to head for bed
~ with comforting images in the
- head. The conciseness of Rupert
stories encourages young readers
to see awhole story through in a
single sitting, while the multiple
levels of story (from the pictures
alone, through the couplets, to
the full prose at the foot) leads
older readers towards a more




Rupert suspended and in great suspense - inside the Lion Rock

"adult" style of story, with detail in the images supported
by thetext. Thisis, perhaps, one of the most gppealing
aspects of Rupert as a literary entity. One the reader
has engaged with the characters and stories through the
images, he or she is drawn into a more adult world,
where sentences, paragraphs and even some very short
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T A marvellous novel and rumbustious read’
i Williamn Horenodd, suthar of Divaste Froed

passages of Smple descriptive writing occur. Thisisa
small step from Narnia, Hogwarts, Redwall and
Deptford, where the writing takes over from the
illustrations. Rupert encourages young readers to make
thistrangtion in away that Smple cartoons do not.

Morals, Social Conscience and " M essages"

Thisis a double-edged sword and a critic's response to
it islikely to reveal his or her prgjudices! At least as
many critics reviled C.S. Lewiss Christian message in
Narnia as loved and applauded it. Setting that aside,
however, books that succeed in placingamord or smilar
issue before children without "preaching” are extremely
valuable. Redlistic stories about Grange Hill pose
awkward questions about racism, sexism and the " power
structure” of the school playground. Judy Blume goes
further and probes teenagers growing sexudlity. Clearly,
that's not on the Nutwood agenda, despite Oz magazine's
1970s attempt to put it there! However, the destruction
of native deciduous woods most definitely is, asarethe

Deeper (Christian allegorical) magic from Narnia

problems experienced by newcomers such as Ottoline,
the exploitation of Little Yum the baby Yeti and the
conseguences of Podgy's many minor misdemeanours.
The messageis never "heavy", the solutions never stray
into the realms of religious belief, but Rupert stories
introduce children to the idea that a good story can be
about something that matters, while till being both good
fun and gripping. There are many examples of Rupert
stories that draw the reader into understanding of hisor
her own place in ardationship (with others or with the
environment). Arguably, Rupert stories achieve this
more than many, for awider age range, asthey provide
severd routesto "becoming” Rupert Bear, or Podgy Pig,
or even the OId Professor. This encourages
subconscious (or even conscious) examination of how
we would react to circumstances that are threatening,
alarming, or to friends who are behaving oddly, or even
badly. Rupert'sreactions are generaly exemplary - but



motorbike. Mums must find Mrs. Bear's cosy
domedticity alittle claustrophobic now, and Mr Bear is
certainly not a"new man" - but nostalgiais a powerful
thing. Itisparticularly strong when it offersaworld that
never redly was. Adults can escapeinto Nutwood aong
with their children, for only dightly different reasons. A
modicum of escgpismisno bad thing. Wheniitisshared
between parent and child, it isathing to treasure. Who
can res s the temptation to alow the idyllic nature of
Rupert's Christmas to make our own imperfect
celebrations more real. Just as Tolkien's Treebeard
makes dl trees more dive, Rupert's Nutwood makes all
homes more wel coming, comfortable and reassuring.

Tigerlily's spell causes havoc - again!

Podgy, Tigerlily, Ferdie and Freddie and others offer a
route to the self-knowledge and resultant self-
understanding that comes from thinking "I've done that
.... I've played atrick that went wrong", or "I'vetold fibs,
just like Podgy - and it backfired on metoo!".

Adult Appeal

As Followers, we are perhaps a little biassed here!
However, standing back as far as | can, Rupert books
appeal to many parents for al the reasons above, that
make them good books for children to read. However,
few adults are not drawn to the exquisite artwork. Most
enjoy the same fast-moving, scene-changing aspects as
do the children. Adults often find amusement in the adult
characters - the avuncular Mr. Bear, the bumbling and
accident-prone Old Professor, the sage-like Wise Old
Goat and the Sage of Um'sloopy anticsin an umbrella
Dads often speculate as to how the inventions work,
what the fine old car is and whether Rupert ison a 1952
Vincent Black Lightning or a more prosaic Honda

An early, and typically sagacious, Wise Old Goat

An impossibly idyllic family Chrismas scene in Nutwood - but doesn't it give us
all something to aspire to, something to dream about, and something whose
memory makes a real Christmas a little more Christmassy?

Timeto pause...

| said I'd stop before | finished - so | will. It'syour turn
now. | would argue that, going back to my list of criteria,
Rupert stories are "good" children's literature - and |
would cite the arguments above in support. | would not
clam that all Rupert stories are equaly good. There
have been afew clunkers over the years. However, the
sub-created world, the characters and most particularly
the illustrations set Rupert books gpart and make them
worthy of serious and positive critica comment, by a
set of standards appropriate to the genre.

Over to you ... have | got the criteria (@) to (f) right?
Have | missed some? Can you find better, or more
precise examples of where they are found in Rupert
stories? | am looking forward to your responses.

Alan Murray
(with thanks to Mary Cadogan for comments)



