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Rudyard Kipling
Born Dec. 30, 1865 PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Portrait"Died Jan. 18, 1936 


Kipling gained renown throughout the world as a poet and storyteller. He was also known as a leading supporter of the British Empire. As apparent from his stories and poems, Kipling interested himself in the romance and adventure which he found in Great Britain's colonial expansion.

Kipling was born on Dec.30, 1865, in Bombay, where his father directed an art school. He learned Hindu from his nurse, and he also learned stories of jungle animals. At six, he was sent to school in England, but until he was 12, poor health kept him from attending. At 17, Kipling returned to India and soon became a journalist. He wrote sketches and verses which at first were used as fillers for unused editorial space. Many were later published in Departmental Ditties (1886). At this time, he also created his soldiers three, and Irishman, a Cockney, and a Yorkshireman, the bases for his 1888 humorous tale Soldiers Three.

In 1889, Kipling return to England. In the 1890s, he developed a great interest in folk legends and animal myths. The Jungle Book (1894) and Just So Stories (1902) give the wit and wisdom of the animals who can talk. The stories of Mowgli, a man-cub who was the central character in The Jungle Book, brought Kipling great popularity in England and the United States.

Kipling composed many of his poems while living for several years in the United States in the mid-1890s. His poems became famous for their lively, swinging rhythm. Typical are Gunga Din and Mandalay. The first tells of the courage of an Indian boy who is shot while carrying water to British soldiers in the thick of battle. Mandalay tries to capture the strange atmosphere of the east.

In 1896, Kipling returned to England from the United States. By then, he was a controversial figure because of his views toward empire, which many misunderstood. In many of his works, Kipling seemed to imply that it was the duty of Great Britain to carry the white man's burden by civilizing backward races. But he was not just the shallow imperialist that his critics tried to make him appear. His famous poem, Recessional, written in 1897 in honor of Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee, contains a strong warning to the British not to exploit other races.

In 1900, Kipling went to South Africa to report the Boer War for an English newspaper. In 1905, Kipling completed Kim, his first major novel. In it he gives a colorful and dramatic picture of the complicated life of the Indian People, as seen through the eyes of the poor orphan boy, Kim. Kipling received the 1907 Nobel prize for literature.

Before World War I, Kipling became active in politics. he widely lectured and wrote for the British cause both before and during the war. His only son was killed in World War I. After the war, Kipling wrote Songs for Youth (1925), another of his highly popular works.
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Rudyard Kipling shares with an earlier Victorian, William Makepeace Thackeray, the distinction of having been born in India and, at the age of six, having been sent home to England for his education. For his first six years in England, he was desperately unhappy; his parents had made a disastrous choice of rigidly Calvinistic foster home in which to board him, where he was treated with considerable cruelty. His parents finally removed him from the home when he was twelve and sent him to a private school, where his experience was far better. His views in later life were deeply affected by the English schoolboy code of honor and duty, especially when it involved loyalty to a group or team. 

At seventeen he rejoined his parents in India, where his father was a teacher of sculpture at the Bombay School of Art. For seven years he lived in India as a newspaper reporter and a part-time writer before returning to England, where his poems and stories (published while he was abroad) had brought him early fame. In 1892, after his marriage to an American woman, he lived for a five-year interval in Brattleboro, Vermont, until driven out in consequence of a quarrel with his wife's relatives. So violent was the quarrel that in later trips to North America, the Kiplings restricted their travels to Canada. Upon returning to England from Vermont, Kipling settled on a country estate and purchased, at the turn of the century, an expensive early-model automobile. He seems to have been the first English author to own an automobile, which was appropriate because of his keen interest in all kinds of machinery and feats of engineering -- one of many tastes he differed markedly from his contemporaries in the nineties, the aesthetes. He was also the first English author to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature (1907).

In the final decades of the nineteenth century, India was the most important colony of Britain's empire. English people were consequently curious about the world of India, a world that Kipling's stories and poems envisioned for them. Indeed, Leonard Woolf, Virginia Woolf's husband, wrote the following about his experience in India in the early years of this century: 

I could never make up my mind whether Kipling had molded his characters accurately in the image of Anglo-Indian society or whether we were molding our characters accurately in the image of a Kipling story.

During his seven years in India in the 1880s, Kipling gained a rich experience of colonial life, which he presented in his stories and poems. His first volume of stories, Plain Tales from the Hills (1888), explores some of the psychological and moral problems of the Anglo-Indians and their relationship with the people they had colonized. In his two Jungle Books (1894, 1995) he ingeniously draws on the Indian scene to create a world of jungle animals. And although Kipling never professed fully to understand the way of life of the Indians themselves, or their religions, he was fascinated by them and tried to portray them with understanding. This effort is especially evident in his narrative Kim (1901), in which the contemplative and religious way of life of Indians is treated with no less sympathy than the active and worldly way of life of the Victorian English governing classes. It is usually said that Kipling, one of the great masters of the short story, and a superb craftsman, was not as a rule successful with long narratives, but Kim disproves the rule.

In his poems, Kipling also draws on the Indian scene, most commonly as it is viewed through the eyes of private soldiers of the regular army, men who had been sent out from England to garrison the country and fight off invaders on the north west frontiers. Kipling usually thought of as the poet of British imperialism, as indeed he often was, but in these poems about ordinary British soldiers in India, there is little by way of flag-waving celebrations of the triumph of empire. The soldier who speaks in "The Window of Windsor" is simply bewildered by the events in which has taken part. As one of the soldiers of the queen (one of "Missis Victorier's sons"), he has done his duty, but he does not see the course of the empire as a divine design in which he has been a contributor. In presenting India through the eyes of the common soldier, Kipling frequently reflects racist attitudes, such as can be credited with developing a new subject in the working-class soldier, which proved an effective way to protray modern social experience.

This fresh perspective of the common individual on events, expressed in the accent of the London cockney, was one of the qualities that gained Kipling an immediate audience for his Barrack-Room Ballads (1890, 1892). For many years Kipling was one of the most popular poets who has ever lived. What attracted his vast audience was not just the freshness of his subjects but his mastery of swinging verse rhythms. Aside from his genius, Kipling's literary ancestry helps to explain his success. In part he learned his craft as a poet from traditional sources. He was not unsophisticated or unlearned; in his own family he had connections with the Pre-Raphaelites, and he was considerably influenced by such immediate literary predecessors as Swinburne and Browning. But the special influences on his style and rhythms were not traditional. One was the Protestant hymn. Both of his parents were children of Methodist clergymen, and hymn singing, as well as preaching, affected him profoundly: "Three generations of Wesleyan ministers...lie behind me," he noted. The second influence came from what seems an antithetical secular quarter, the songs of the music hall. As a teenager in London, Kipling had enjoyed music-hall entertainments, which were to reach their peak of popularity in the 1890s. According to his biographer Sir Angus Wilson, even though Kipling was, like Tennyson, the "most unmusical" of writers, he knew how to make poems that call to be set to music, such as The Road to Mandalay or Gentlemen Rankers, with its memorable refrain (still popular in America: 

"We're poor little lambs who've lost our way, Baa! Baa! Baa!"

Such a poem as The Ladies is ideal fare for a music-hall number and gains immeasurably by being sung.

Most of Kipling's best-known work was written before the death of Queen Victoria. In the twentieth century, he continued to write prose and verse for thirty-six years, gaining some fresh notoriety as a result of his fierce outbursts against Germany during World War I. Some of his best post-Victorian poems are the songs in Puck of Pook's Hill (1906), celebrating in beautifully crafted verse the English past during the Roman and Anglo-Saxon periods.
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