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HE World Congress on Books,

the first international, interdisci-

plinary gathering of book special-
ists on a worldwide scale to be convened
by Unesco, is to be held in London from 7
to 11 June 1982. To coincide with this
major event, this issue of the Unesco
Courier is devoted to literature for chil-
dren,

Despite the many obstacles to its spread
in the developing world (illiteracy being
the most serious), children’s literature is
more and more becoming part of the
common heritage of the young and serv-
ing as a link between cultures and
peoples.

Lirerature conceived specifically for the
young and featuring youthful heroes and
heroines, only really developed in the
western world during the nineteenth cen-
tury. Today, the production of children’s
books represents a rapidly expanding sec-
tor of the publishing industry. Although
some critics have seen this expansion as
being motivated by the desire for profits
as much as by any educative spirit, in
both the industrialized and the developing
world it has some remarkable achieve-
ments to its credit.

Nevertheless, the desire and need to
spin tales for young people, both for their
entertainment and as a means of passing
on to them the collective wisdom of the

group, are certainly as old as mankind’s
earliest cultural experiences.

Thus, rather than attempt to determine
the limits, whether historical or of form,
of a literary genre so difficult to define
that certain writers, like Michel Tournier,
deny that any such limits exist, seeing in it
the quintessence of all literature, in this
issue of the Unesco Courier we have
chosen to give a panoramic, though not
an exhaustive, picture of the heroes and
heroines of children’s literature.

1t is no accident that, almost every-
where, the earliest major works written
Sor children have drawn their inspiration
Srom the oral tradition and, above all,
Sfrom tales with an initiatory content,
whether for children or adults, as witness
the central place held by such tales in the
African social life and ethic.

Clearly, we cannot restrict ourselves to
the adolescent or child hero, to Pinoc-
chio, Alice, Little Ivan or Huckleberry
Finn. Over the years young readers have
claimed for themselves tales from a wider
literature or legendary figures not
primarily intended for them, but who are
imbued with a mixture of liberating
power and inspired fantasy. Among these
must be counted Goha the Wise Fool
and, in another vein, Sandokan the
Malay pirate and a host of other

characters who belong to literature for
everyone.

In dominated societies, the young
reader identifies himself more readily
with the adventurer and the upholder of
Justice who fights against tyranny and all
Jorms of oppression, the revolutionary
model whom he usually finds in adult
literature.

In some types of “‘oral literature”’,
however, particularly in Africa, the omni-
present child hero is raised to the status of
a symbol. He embodies the spirit of good
or the forces of evil and is seen not as an
individual but as ‘“The Child’’, an
anonymous, superior embodiment of the
hopes and fears of the social group.

Another hero figure who must not be
Sforgotten here is the prestigious animal
intermediary or intercessor, such as that
great favourite with Chinese children the
Monkey King Sun Wukong.

Finally, mention must be made of the
strip cartoon hero. Although the strip
cartoon still too often remains a mediocre
consumer product purveying a suspect
ideology, it has become a means of com-
munication of worldwide importance
which, whether we like it or not, con-
tributes equally with literature to the *‘in- .
ner growth’’ of the child.
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. MONKEY KING

SUN WUKONG

by Sun Youjun

HEN I was a child I used to declare proudly, ““I'm
W Sun Wukong!’’ Now, without being taught, my nine-

year-old son does exactly the same. I've often heard
other children identify themselves in the same way, and in fact
it would be difficult to find a Chinese child who doesn’t know
about Sun Wukong, the Monkey King.

Sun Wukong, also known as Monkey, is the hero of
Pilgrimage to the West, a classical novel written by the Ming-
dynasty scholar Wu Cheng’en (c. 1500 to 1582). Taking his in-
spiration from popular folktales about a Tang-dynasty monk
(known as Tripitaka in the novel) who went to the West to seek
Buddhist scriptures, as well as from vernacular literature of the
Song and Yuan dynasties, Wu Cheng’en created a great
mythical novel.

According to historical records, a young monk named Xuan
Yang actually did go to India to fetch Buddhist sutras. But
because he went alone on a trip of several thousand kilometres
which took seventeen years, and encountered many dangers
and difficulties, this journey became invested with a strong
mythical flavour in the folk stories. Perhaps because the image
of Tripitaka was limited by the historical character, in the fan-
tastic stories his place was gradually taken by a monkey monster
who helped him in his travels. In Pilgrimage to the West, this
monkey becomes Sun Wukong, the novel’s principal character.

Children love fabulous stories, and it is through its rich and
wonderful fantasies that Pilgrimage to the West has satisfied
their curiosity and aroused their imagination, while the
’character of Monkey Sun Wukong has anchored itself firmly in
their hearts. Sun Wukong starts life as a little monkey born out
of a boulder on the Mountain of Flowers and Fruit, a special
boulder which contains the essence of Nature itself. At first, he
is carefree and plays with the other little monkeys on the moun-
tain. Then he is elected the Monkey King because he is the first
to enter the Cave of the Waterfall. But later, aware that his life
is controlled by the King of Hell and that he will die someday,
he becomes distressed and is determined to find a way to con-
quer death.

After crossing many mountains and seas, he at last finds an
immortal from whom he learns many magic arts. He is able to
jump 108,000 /i in one somersault, visit Heaven at will and enter
the Dragon King’s Palace at the bottom of the sea by chanting a
magic spell. He also learns how to pluck out hairs from his
body and transform them into hundreds of little monkeys to
help him defeat his enemies. He masters, ‘‘seventy-two transfor-
mations”’ and can change into anyone at will, so convincingly
that if he turns himself into a certain demon, even the demon’s
wife cannot see through his trick. He can also transform
himself into things such as a pine tree, or a temple, using his
eyes as windows, his mouth as the gate and his tongue as the
statue of a god. Unfortunately, however, he cannot find a pro-
per place to put his tail so he changes it into a flagpole behind
the temple. But how can a flagpole be erected at the rear of a
temple? As a result, his opponent sees through this particular
transformation.

So children love this most marvellous of heroes who will
never submit to oppression and insult. No matter how strong
his enemies, he dares to fight back and defeat them with his
skills. When the court of the nether world decides that, accor-
ding to the ““Book of Life and Death”’, Monkey Sun Wukong’s
life-span has ended and draws his soul to the nether regions, he
takes out his weapon, the ‘‘gold-hooped staff’’, from inside his
ear, and fights his way to the palace of the King of Hell.

SUN YOUJUN, of China, is a well-known author of books for
children.

Crossing out his name and date of death from the ““Book of
Life and Death’’ as well as those of other monkeys, he declares,
““That settles it! We are no longer under your control!”> But
when the Jade Emperor, supreme ruler of the heavens, hears of
this, he flies into a rage. After failing to cheat the Monkey King
into submission, the Jade Emperor tries to resort to force by
sending heavenly troops to the Mountain of Flowers and Fruit
on a punitive expedition against him. Monkey in turn rises in
resistance and vanquishes the heavenly generals and their troops.

In the end, the Jade Emperor has no alternative but to agree
to give him the title of Paragon of Heaven and put him in

_ charge of the Garden of Immortal Peaches. But one day the

Heavenly Queen plans a banquet at which the peaches of im-
mortality will be served and all the gods and deities are invited
except the Paragon of Heaven. Unable to swallow such an in-
sult, he changes into an immortal and arrives at the banquet
before the others, drinks the imperial wine, and eats the peach
and elixir, thus destroying the banquet and creating havoc in
Heaven.

Escorting Tripitaka to the Western Heaven to fetch Buddhist
sutras, Monkey Sun Wukong shows the true qualities of a hero.
He is accompanied by two other disciples, Pigsy and Sandy,
who protect their weak and incompetent master. Pigsy is also a
children’s favourite. A rather lazy and gluttonous character, he
always wants to quit and go home whenever they meet with dif-
ficulty and could hardly be considered a hero. Tripitaka en-
counters ‘‘eighty-one perils’’ on the way, monsters of every
description representing natural calamities and evil forces, and
it is Monkey who always fights in the forefront and sweeps
away demons and ghosts.

On the way to the West, he displays not only a dauntless
spirit but also intelligence and wisdom. He is adept at discover-
ing an enemy’s weak points and reacts accordingly. When he
encounters a strong opponent, he transforms himself into a tiny
gnat. Hiding himself under the bubbles in some tea which the’
monster is going to drink, he works his way into the belly of his
foe, where he turns somersaults and handstands until the suf-
ferer begs for mercy.

Before the Monkey escorts Tripitaka to the West,
Avalokitesvara plays a little trick on him by putting a cap with a
gold hoop on his head and teaching Tripitaka to recite the “In-
cantation of the Gold Hoop”’ for fear the Monkey will disobey
his master. Monkey is deceived into putting on this headgear, so
that the hoop rests tightly on his head. All Tripitaka needs to do
then is to recite a spell and Monkey will roll on the ground
because of the pain in his head as the hoop tightens.

During their journey, Tripitaka always uses this method to
punish Monkey, sometimes for no reason whatsoever; but
though he is infinitely resourceful, Sun Wukong can find no
way to rid himself of this hoop. This punishment always evokes
immense sympathy from children who, perhaps, associate it
with the restraints forced on them by seemingly unreasonable
parents and teachers in their own lives.

Pilgrimage to the West has 100 chapters and is more than
800,000 Chinese characters in length. The original is too long
and the language too difficult for children, so in recent years
various adaptations of the novel have been published specially
for children, as well as a growing number of strip cartoons and
picture-books. Even many popular science books for children
make use of the Sun Wukong character. There can be no doubt
that the image of Monkey Sun Wukong will long continue to be
cherished by Chinese children.

B Sun Youjun
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WRITING FOR CHILDREN IS NO CHILD’S PLAY

p-tal legends, Selma Lagerlsf’s Nils Holgerson
and Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince? Quite
simply, I feel we must unflinchingly recall
that except for Selma Lagerléf, none of these
authors was writing specifically for children.
But being geniuses, they wrote so well, so
clearly and so concisely—qualities that are
rare and hard to achieve—that they could be
read by everyone, even children!

To me this “even children” has come to be
of major and even commanding importance.
It is a literary ideal that I strive, with infre-
quent success, to attain. Frankly, at the risk
of scandalizing the reader, I maintain that
Shakespeare, Goethe and Balzac are marred
by a defect that I find quite unforgiva-
ble—children cannot read them. For my
part, I would gladly sharpen my pen and
recast my other novels, Le Roi des Aulnes
(The Erl-King), Les Météores, Gaspard,
Melchior et Balthazar, in purer, less clut-
tered and more chiselled form: in a word, so
that even children could read them.

If T have not done so, the reason is not
natural laziness—it would be a gigantic
undertaking—but because it would achieve
nothing. Adults would not read these
“children’s stories” and nor would children,
because no ‘“‘children’s publisher” would
agree to handle such “non-standard” books.

But on one occasion at least I have achiev-
ed my ideal. For years I had tried to weave
into a perfect adventure-story, with a power-
ful metaphysical foundation, the three prin-
cipal characters of Italian comedy, Pierrot,
Colombine and Harlequin. I finally succeed-
ed. The result is a short story some thirty
pages long entitled Pierrot ou les Secrets de
la Nuit. My chief publisher having opened a
“Junior section”, I managed to persuade him
to take on this “children’s book”, which he
published separately from his collections, in
a format that the house has never used
before, rather as some towns used to map out
a “red-light district”” and surround it with a
kind of cordon sanitaire. It should be said

that two years later the book’s popularity
was such that it was included in one of the
firm’s regular collections, much as a son
previously cursed and driven out by his
father is welcomed back into the family
when he has made his fortune. Be that as it
may, these thirty pages—for which I would
exchange all my other work—cannot find a
publisher abroad.

Since the second version of Vendredi
became so popular, I am constantly asked to -
speak about it to schools in France and the
French-speaking countries. I listen to the
children’s questions and try to answer them.
They are no more “childish” than those that
adult readers ask: indeed, rather less so on
the whole. Their bluntness always strikes at
the heart of the matter: how long do you take
to write a book? How much do you earn? If
there are spelling mistakes in your
manuscript, what does your publisher say?
How much truth is there in your stories?

From these and a hundred other questions
I have learnt a good deal through the
answers I was forced to find, it being a prin-
ciple of mine always to answer frankly and in
full. The last question in particular calls the
entire literary aesthetic into question. Need I
recall that Marthe Robert calls her last book
La Vérité littéraire? (Literary Truth?).

I begin my reply by writing on the black-
board a quote from Jean Cocteau: I am a lie
that always tells the truth. Then I tell them
about the origins of Defoe’s Robinson
Crusoe (often the children have read my
Vendredi). There was the true story of the
Scottish helmsman Alexander Selkirk, who
was cast away for four years and four
months on Mas a Tierra island in the
Pacific, and that is what inspired Defoe to
write his novel. Now we know Selkirk’s story
from the report of Captain Woodes Rogers,
who found the castaway and brought him
back to civilization. But who has read it?
Nobody but a handful of specialists. Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe, on the other hand, enjoys

enormous international popularity to this
day.

Why is it that fiction has so much more
hold on the minds of men than the plain
truth? The question is momentous, and he
who found the answer would hold the key to
masterpieces. Without making any such
claims, let me none the less try to cast a little
light on the enigma.

What is really most remarkable about
Defoe’s tale is that reading it alone is not
enough. Indeed, in my belief, very few
people read the full authentic version. The
strength and value of the book lie in the fact
that it prompts an irresistible urge to rewrite
it. And that is why, as I said earlier, there
are countless versions of the story, ranging
from Jules Verne’s Mysterious Island and
Giraudoux’s Suzanne and the Pacific, to
Wyss’s Swiss Family Robinson and Saint-
John Perse’s Images & Crusoé.

Some masterpieces—and it is this that
places them at the summit of world litera-
ture—contain an incitement to create, a con-
tagious spirit of creativity., Setting the
reader’s inventiveness in motion is for me, I
admit, the pinnacle of art. Paul Valéry used
to say that inspiration is not the state in
which the poet writes, but the state into
which he hopes to bring his reader. 1 think
that saying should be made the banner and
foundation of a new aesthetic.

But does this not imply that the first
criterion of a work of literature is its educa-
tional qualities? Montaigne said that
educating a child is not filling a vase but
lighting a fire. I don’t believe it could be any
better put. And for me too, the sign of my
victory is the flame that I sometimes see in
the eyes of my young readers, a living source
of light and heat that my book has kindled in
a child. A rare reward, but priceless, and one
that redeems all the effort, all the loneliness
and all the misunderstandings. .

B Michel Tournier
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