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Introduction

STRUWWELPETER AND THE COMICAL CRUCIFIXION OF THE CHILD

by JACK ZIPES

[image: image]ver since its publication in 1845 Struwwelpeter has enjoyed nothing but success. It has sold in the millions and has been translated into over 100 different languages. As the most famous children’s book in the world, it has been adapted, mocked, parodied, scorned, and celebrated. Despite the numerous charges against this seemingly sadistic and cruel classical children’s book, it has survived the attacks, and it is still in print. There is even a museum in Frankfurt am Main to honor this illustrious book and its author, Heinrich Hoffmann. In fact, the sadism that helped make Struwwelpeter so famous now appears acceptable, tame and comical when compared to the daily dosage of violence to which children are exposed in our own culture today.
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But is Struwwelpeter really a sadistic book? Or is it a book about the perverse and contradictory manner in which we rear children to conform to rules and regulations that will make them into decent, law abiding, and productive citizens? There has always been an ambivalent feature to the arbitrary standards and methods we have invented to curb the potentially self-destructive urges of children; we seek to protect children for their own good by twisting their bodies and souls and making them appear to be slovenly and dangerous.
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The enfant terrible drawn by French illustrator Garvani in 1842, the apparent prototype for Hoffmann’s Struwwelpeter.

Take a good look at the figure of Struwwelpeter, and you will notice that he is not only reminiscent of an enfant terrible portrayed by the famous French illustrator Garvani in 1842, but he is also a modern version of Christ without the crucifix, spread-eagled, arms lowered with disfigured hands, on display, not to worship, but to abjure. He is the precursor of the beats and the hippies, an icon of naughty childhood that has become representative of a modern dilemma. We are to be repulsed and amused at the same time.
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Heinrich Hoffmann and his family, circa 1840.

The origin of Struwwelpeter as notorious icon has a fascinating history, and is one worth retelling because Struwwelpeter’s creator, Heinrich Hoffmann (1809-1894), captured the predicament that progressive middle-class parents encountered during the onset of modernity in the western world as they tried to “whip” their children into shape without damaging their potential to become wholesome and successful. It is a dilemma that has not abated, for many politicians and educators are still endeavoring to curb the libidinous drives of children and insist that children should be compelled to wear uniforms in public schools and obey special curfews and laws in order to reduce the growing violence in our society. The children and schools need to be improved so that children will function smoothly and fit into the socio-economic system that the adults support and deem “good.” Good versus slovenliness. Yet these adults do not see themselves as part of the problem of violence in our society. Their focus is on the slovenly Peters of our society whose wild urges need to be repressed.

But I shall return to this topic later. First there is a historical connection between the contemporary concern for children’s welfare and Heinrich Hoffmann that needs to be explored. The German icon of Struwwelpeter literally stands for an entire western socio-psychological complex, illustrative of our changing behavior and attitudes toward children.

Born on June 13, 1809 in Frankfurt am Main, one of the few powerful free cities in the Holy Roman Empire during the Napoleonic Wars, Hoffmann was to become a prime representative of the progressive forces that constituted the educated bourgeois elite of Germany. His father Philipp Jacob Hoffmann was an architect and urban engineer, who helped build the first modern sewage system in Frankfurt. Hoffmann’s mother died one year after his birth, and though his father remarried his dead wife’s sister, he took charge of his only son’s education. Typical in a well-to-do middle-class family were rules and regulations, and every minute of every day was planned. The young Hoffmann, though not a rebel, had difficulty complying with his father’s directives, and he was not an especially good student. He was more the dreamer and artist than an achiever, and one day he found the following letter from his father on his desk:

Since Heinrich continues to be undisciplined, frivolous, and forgetful and is no longer whatsoever capable of controlling his active nature according to his own free will in an intelligent and useful way, and as a consequence of this disorderliness, is a disgrace to his parents and has become the greatest disadvantage to himself, I hereby want once again to remind him of his duty and to ask him to return to: order, discipline, industriousness, reasonable division of his time so that he can become a useful member of bourgeois society and so that his parents are at least justified in expecting that he does not drown in the flood of daily common life.
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The older Heinrich Hoffmann, circa 1890.

It was thanks to such a stern and caring father that Hoffmann mended his ways, and by 1829, the time that he was ready to attend the university in Heidelberg, he had become a diligent student and a prudent aspiring member of bourgeois society. Hoffmann did not entirely lose that “spark of dreaminess” or his artistic bent that led to his writing children’s stories and poems, as we shall see. More important, however, was Hoffmann’s great desire to please his father at all costs. Therefore, he completed his medical studies at the universities of Heidelberg and Halle by 1833 and then spent one year in Paris as an intern at a hospital. By 1835, he returned to Frankfurt and helped establish one of the first clinics for the poor.

Hoffmann had a strong social conscience. Influenced by the revolutionary movements of the 1830s, he was committed to democratic change, but he never participated in radical movements. Instead, Hoffmann preferred the more traditional bourgeois clubs and associations of a liberal persuasion such as the freemasons and community choirs. He loved to write songs, ditties, and poems that he performed to commemorate or celebrate particular events. He joined a club called “Tutti Frutti,” which organized lectures and readings, and he supported such causes as free speech for the press.
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In 1840, Hoffmann married Therese Donner, daughter of a respectable Frankfurt businessman, and the following year, his wife gave birth to their first son Carl. They were to have two more children, Antonie Caroline in 1844, and Eduard in 1848. During the early 1840s Hoffmann established himself as a competent doctor, but just as significant was his participation in the cultural life of Frankfurt.
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He was known and respected by his friends and the public as an occasional poet, who could write songs and poems for all kinds of gatherings and events. He had wit and finesse, and often there was a barb of social criticism in his poetry. In fact, Hoffmann’s poems became so popular that he published a collection in 1842. However, they did not contribute anything to his fame the way that his unusual children’s book would three years later.

Actually, the concrete origins of Struwwelpeter began some time before Christmas of 1844. Hoffmann went looking for a suitable children’s book as a present for his three-year-old, son Carl, but the more he looked in the Frankfurt bookshops, the more he became discouraged. The books were too sentimental, didactic, or boring. So he bought a notebook and decided to write a story and draw pictures for it, and this would be his present for his son. In his typical casual dilettante fashion, Hoffmann composed five stories in verse and sketched pictures that he colored. When he came to the end of the book, there was an empty page, and it was there that he drew Struwwelpeter and composed his delightful rhyme about the ghastly boy who does not cut his nails or hair and thus is repulsive for all who happen to see him.
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One of the original German editions of Struwwelpeter, as well as Spanish and Japanese translations.

Actually, not many people were intended to see Struwwelpeter at first. The book was a Christmas present for Carl that December, but everyone who picked it up and read it encouraged Hoffmann to have it published before his son—as children are wont to do—ripped it to shreds. Since Hoffmann had a close friend named Löwenthal, a publisher, who later changed his name to Loening, he approached him, and they decided to transform the notebook into an actual children’s book to be sold in 1845. The original title of the book was Der Struwwelpeter oder lustige Geschichten und drollige Bilder für Kinder von 3 - 6 Jahren (Slovenly Peter or Amusing Tales and Droll Pictures for Children from 3 to 6) by Reimerich Kinderlieb. It contained five tales in rhymed verse: “Die Geschichte vom bösen Friederich” (“The Story about Naughty Frederick”), “Die Geschichte von den schwarzen Buben” (“The Story about the Black Boys”), “Die Geschichte vom wilden Jäger” (“The Story about the Wild Hunter”), “Die Geschichte vom Daumenlutscher” (“The Story about the Thumbsucker”), and “Die Geschichte vom Suppen-Kaspar” (“The Story about Soupy Caspar”). The first edition of 1,500 copies was sold out within four weeks. In the second edition of 1846, Hoffmann added two more tales: “Die gar traurige Geschichte mit dem Feuerzeug” (“The Very Sad Story about the Matches”) and “Die Geschichte vom Zappel-Philipp” (“The Story about Fidgety Phillip”). He also changed his pseudonym to Heinrich Kinderlieb. By the fifth edition in 1850, “Die Geschichte von Hanns Guck-in-die Luft” (“The Story about Hans Who Never Looked Where He Was Going”) and “Die Geschichte vom fliegenden Robert” (“The Story about Flying Robert”) were added, and Struwwelpeter’s picture and ditty were moved to the front of the book to remain there forever. It was also at this time that Hoffmann had allowed his real name to appear on the cover of the book. The original pseudonym, “Reimerich Kinderlieb,” loosely translatable as “the colorful rhymster who loves children,” is fascinatingly ambivalent, for the entire debate about Struwwelpeter concerns whether the author of the book really did love children, or whether he had a sadistic-masochistic urge that he concealed in his putative love for children. What indeed did he intend to pass on to children through his comical and frightening pictures?
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Hoffmann himself never doubted his love and care for children. In fact, spurred by the success of Struwwelpeter, he went on to produce four other illustrated books for children written in verse: König Nußknacker und der arme Reinhold (King Nutcracker and Poor Reinhold, 1851), Bastian der Faulpelz (Lazybone Bastian, 1854), Im Himmel auf der Erde. Herzliches und Scherzliches aus der Kinderwelt (In Heaven on Earth. Hearty and Funny Things from the World of Children, 1857), and Prinz Grünewald und Perlenfein mit ihrem lieben Eselein (Prince Grünewald and Perlenfein and their Lovely Little Donkey, 1871). All four tales are social and political allegories that outline how correct and decent behavior will be rewarded.

In König Nußknacker a poor boy on the verge of death is led by an angel to a magic land ruled by the good King Nutcracker, who not only settles conflicts among his subjects by shooting candy out of canons, but he also brings about the cure of Reinhold. In Bastian a boy refuses to learn how to read and write.
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