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The Enduring Joys of Children’s Poetry

by Lucy Rollin

The man said,

after inventing poetry,
“WOow!”

and did a full somersault.

—William J. Harris

I recently asked the students in my children’s
literature course at Clemson University to bring to
class a poem they liked. The variety of poems
they brought was a revelation. (Mentally,

I did a “full somersault.”) They liked
“Little Orphant Annie,” “Wynken,
Blynken, and Nod,” poems by Frost
and Dickinson, religious and
inspirational poems, humorous and
serious poems about pets and family.
They liked poems their grandmothers
had recited for them and poems they
kept on their walls in their dorm rooms.
They said some poems made them feel thoughtful, others
made them laugh; they were easy to remember. The poems
were not all “children’s poems” in the usual sense of the
term, but most were poems these students had recalled and
loved since childhood. To me, these poems and the students’
responses to them served as a fresh reminder of the enduring
riches of children’s poetry.

For almost three centuries, dominated by the Puritan
tradition, poetry written for children was written in the
admonishing voice of a parent—a loving parent, but one
dispensing lessons nonetheless. Even a bedtime prayer
expressed Puritan ideas about death as a constant presence in
life: “Now I lay me down to sleep, / I pray the Lord my Soul
to keep. / If I should die before I wake, / I pray the Lord my
Soul to take.” Poets like Isaac Watts and John Newbery
continued the tradition throughout the eighteenth century.
Rhyme made the lessons pleasant; rhythm made them
memorable. In the early nineteenth century, Jane and Ann
Taylor were the most popular poets for children, softening
their lessons with an appreciation of nature. Their best-known
poem “The Star” appeared in 1806 and has become part of
the great canon of Mother Goose rhymes:

Twinkle, twinkle little star,
How I wonder what you are!
Up above the world so high,
Like a diamond in the sky.

[llustration by Tasha Tudor from A Child’s Garden
of Verses (Simon & Schuster, 1981)

As your bright and tiny spark
“.*  Lights the traveller in the dark—
B - Though I know not what you are,
v Twinkle, twinkle, little star!

But real nursery rhymes were already
two centuries old before this one appeared.
Composed by a host of anonymous
versifiers with sly, bizarre senses of humor,

they had no redeeming moral value at all,
from the viewpoint of the Puritans, but
slipped in all unbidden among the

moral and instructional verse

because children and adults alike

enjoyed their ribald humor and

bouncing rhythms. I suspect they
may have been, during Puritan times
at any rate, a private, rather guilty
pleasure, like children’s bawdy school-
yard chants today:

Rub-a-dub-dub,

Three men in a tub,

And how do you think they got there?
The butcher, the baker,

The candle-stick maker,

They all jumped out of a rotten potato,
‘Twas enough to make a man stare.

But poetry written deliberately for children has evolved, as
critic Morag Styles says, from the garden to the street. The
“garden” tradition of Watts and the Taylors—poetry
celebrating the freshness of nature and the mysteries of
childhood in language children themselves could grasp—
flowered fully in Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic volume A
Child’s Garden of Verses (1885). Stevenson’s remarkable
sensitivity to the child’s experience of the world, along with
his skill at rhythm and rhyme, finally liberated children’s
poetry from the need to be moral. No other poet of yesterday
or today captures so well a child’s absorption in play for its
own sake:

We built a ship upon the stairs

All made of the back-bedroom chairs,
And filled it full of sofa-pillows

To go a-sailing on the billows.
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The Original Interactive Multimedia Game

Edward Lear’s Literary Nonsense
by Michael Heyman

Quick—how many runcible spoons do you have in
your store of cutlery? When was the last time
you felt unequivocally ombliferous? Ever since
the nineteenth century, children and adults
around the world have been creating their own
meanings for the words “runcible” and
“ombliferous,” and, though “runcible”
unfortunately and inexplicably has acquired a
dictionary definition, we still have no definitive
answers regarding their appearance in the
children’s nonsense poetry of Edward Lear
(1812-1888). Nor should there be any answers.

The power and enjoyment of literary nonsense lies
in the search for answers that are almost but never
quite there. Edward Lear’s “The Owl and
the Pussycat” (1871) offers to the child
and the adult the mysterious idea of the
newlywed fowl and feline eating “mince,
and slices of quince” with a “runcible
spoon.” Lear refuses to define this item,
though in later verses it pops up now and
again, each time with slightly different
implications. Likewise, in A Book of Nonsense (1846), one of
Lear’s “nonsenses” (or “limericks,” as we call them today),
portrays the enigmatic Young Person of Crete:

There was a Young Person of Crete,

Whose toilette was far from complete;

She dressed in a sack, spickle-speckled with black,
That ombliferous person of Crete.

This young person’s sly smile coupled with her wild hair
and unusual vestments help the audience divine the word’s
definition—indeed the whole poem centers around this
mysterious adjective—yet this word, unless it is also
hijacked by Daniel Webster, will always elicit differing
creative responses. Children have delightfully pondered
over Edward Lear’s inscrutable verse/illustration creations
for over one hundred fifty years, and their continuing value
to today’s children and adults stems from their unique
nature: Lear was perhaps the first artist to create fully
interactive, multimedia children’s entertainment. The
nature of literary nonsense itself creates another level of
interactivity within a text, one which is rare among
children’s literature of any time period. In his expansive
corpus of work, Lear also combined illustrations, text, and
even music in ways which had never quite been seen
before, and the result is a genre, predominantly in the form
of poetry, that not only entertains with its wild characters
and events, carries its own set of sometimes subversive, yet
always liberating values, but also stretches the imaginations
of its audience, creating a dialogue between reader and text
that surpasses most other kinds of writing, whether for
children or adults.

Hllustration by Edward Lear
from A Book of Nonsense (A Studio
Book/Viking Press, 1980)

Few nineteenth-century children’s writers have
had the continued success of Edward Lear. Indeed,
it seems somewhat redundant to argue for the
continued relevance of a writer who has rarely
been out of print in the last one hundred fifty years
and who even today appears in numerous editions,
anthologies, and even computerized versions.

Lear’s volumes of nonsense poetry and prose
appeared from 1846 to the 1870s, leading
children’s literature away from a market
dominated by more didactic models and
towards what we usually recognize today as
“modern.” Since the latter half of the
nineteenth century, he has been hailed as the
father of children’s literary nonsense;
prominent figures of his day and

beyond, such as Alfred Tennyson, G.K.

Chesterton, Aldous Huxley, George
Orwell, and T.S. Eliot, among others,
recognized his real originality and
contribution to literature. In 1886, John
Ruskin even put Lear’s A Book of

Nonsense at the top of his favorite one hundred books, a
gesture which deeply moved Lear in his old age.

His A Book of Nonsense was revolutionary, not because
it was the genre of literary nonsense—that had been around
since the seventeenth century—but because it was literary
nonsense for children. The genre, which had hitherto been
an adult tradition rooted in obscure academic parody and
topical issues, was suddenly reinvented for the nursery.
This new genre feeds off of aspects of the child’s world,
such as other, usually more “serious” children’s literature,
nursery rhymes, behavioral norms, and gender stereotypes,
twisting them for its own mischievous purposes. Lear’s
nonsense manifests in many forms, including limerick,
alphabet, narrative in verse and prose, absurd cookery and
botany, and music. And though nonsense has characteristics
which distinguish it from poetry, Aldous Huxley called
Lear a “genuine poet” and his limericks, which are far more
sophisticated than they might first appear, have been
dubbed by Wim Tigges the “sonnet of nonsense.” Lear’s
verse is poetry diverging from its normal course; it is
nonsense poetry, and, as we shall see, it stresses a different
level of creative interactivity in reading.

Children today are surrounded by so-called “interactive”
entertainment, most notably in the form of computer
games, but also in books. The child is asked to click on a
figure, push a button, or pull a tab, and some kind of
response is given, be it an animal noise or a form of
animation. Such interactivity is usually on the basic level of
point and click; there is little meaningful interaction.
Likewise, although children’s fantasy books like Sendak’s
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