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To begin with some scene setting. Edwardiagl&hd. Late afternoon. A home-
schooled girl alone on a hillside in Sussex. Hether is delayed at his Latin lesson.
Suddenly, as she shoots a pebble from her brothkmgshot, she hears a cry from the
brush:

She looked . . . and saw a young man covered \wipybronze armour all

glowing among the late broom. But what Una admivegond all was his

great bronze helmet with a red horse-tail thakéatin the wind. She could

hear the long hairs rasp on his shimmery shoultdeq

(Kipling, “A Centurion of the Thirtieth” 84)

The girl looking at Parnesius, the glittering ceian of the thirtieth legion is Una,
witness of multiple historical dioramas in Kiplirsgtwo Puck books. But another English
girl of a later generation was to be equally mesreerby this shining spectacle of
ancient doomed glamour. | mean of course Kiplirfigithful reader Rosemary Sutclitf.
In this paper, | want to make the case for SutekfKipling’'s heir and redactor, who
adapted Kipling’'s somber reading of British histtmythe expectations of a post-imperial
age.

To historicize this English historical novelia few dates and facts. She belongs to
the post WWI generation. Born in 1920, she begatingrin her early 20s during the

worst days of the Second World War. Her first npwelver published, focused on a



British tribesman expecting a Roman invasion mwtha Celts oThe Shining
Companyanticipate the “Saxon flood” (89) ; this tale wamsnposed as Churchill’s
Britain was bracing for a German invasion. (“Welkhght on the beaches. We shall
fight on the landing grounds. We shall fight i tirelds and in the streets. We shall
fight in the hills. We shall never surrender”).rHeiting career began in earnest postwar
period and flourished from about 1950 until 199@ttis, during the years of the
dismantling of the British Empire. On her fatheside, she was a navy brat who was
reared at various naval stations where her offattrer was stationed: Malta, Sheerness,
Chatham. On her mother’s side, the tradition wasrtal, most of her uncles served in
India. The great fact of her early life was sev#ness-- Juvenile Rheumatoid Arthritis
which left her with deformed hands and limbs. Slas & deft artist all the same and
trained as a miniaturist, developing the habitttdration to minutiae so obvious in her
writing. One Sutcliff trademark is miniaturist—theking of generations of characters
through a small highly wrought object: the dolphimg of Eagle of the Ninththe
Capricorn bracelet ofhe Capricorn Braceletand the archangel daggerTdgfe Shining
Company’

A full discussion of the formative influences her work would demand attention to
her historical era, to her family’s military traidin, to her disability (an omnipresent
subtext and frequent theme), and to her “passioet word,BRH47, 63) for Kipling.

For now, | will focus on that passion and on hovicil, especially inThe Shining
Companycarries on and postcolonializes the Kipling tramfiti

Sutcliff was explicit about her debt to KigginThough she wrote no literary criticism,

she made an exception for Kipling: “My reason faitivg this monograph will be

obvious to anyone who reads it: | have loved Kipliar as long as | can remember”



(Rudyard Kipling7). In earliest childhood she was read to from later herself read
widely in Kipling, “especially Puclof Pook’s Hill whose three magnificent stories of
Roman Britain were the beginning of my own pass$arrthe subject” BRH 63).l think

| am happiest of all in Roman Britain,” she sai@ngelater. “l feel very much at home
there” (Thompson 3). She also especially pinpamBewards and Fairieghe pathetic
and terrible story of “The Knife and the Naked G&igRK 50) a tale of a prehistoric
“Flint Man” who puts out his own eye to acquire the power & $a&s people, a sacrifice
that makes him at once a god and an outcast framahiccommunity: “Oh, poor God!
said Puck” (276)

Just as Kipling’s three Roman stories areotfiginal core of the two Puck booRsso
these four stories cited from the Puck books agestteds of Sutcliff’'s own corpus of
historical fiction in which the themes of sacrifiaed Roman Britain are everywhere. (It's
hardly necessary to mention Sutcliff's use of thatifof the sacrificial wounded god-
king, most notably in her Arthos/Arthur but alsad®ant in her multiple figures of
maimed outcast heroes. Talcroft's recBeath of the Corn Kinfpas demonstrated
Sutcliff's use of the “pathetic and terrible” castkingship in her world.) As for Kipling
in Puck of Pooks HilandRewards and FairiesSutcliff's large project is the Matter of
Britain, both the legendary lore of the foundingloé British nation and the “little
narratives” of all sorts and conditions of protot8ns whether Romano-Britons, Celts
Welsh, Celts Irish, Celts Scottish, Saxons, Angl&sdoddins, or even Islamo-Brits.
Indeed the Bard Aneirin ithe Shining Companginging the glories of lost Celtic
heroes for all times to come, is the narrative eajent of Kipling’s Puck who similarly
ensures the survival of the lost little narratieé®ritish history. But her favorite ground

is clearly Roman Britain, particularly the perigddted by Kipling which she explicitly



traverses imMhe Capricorn Bracelet, Frontier WoHndLantern Bearersln fact,

virtually all her major novels--both the explicitRoman Aquila series and the Arthurian
and Dark Age novels—trace the percolation and diffia ofRomanitaghrough an
increasingly ethnically composite environment. Ewreihe Shining Companpe
Welsh-speaking Gododdin-Votadini-Britonnic Cel®ritish tribesman of the'7century,
see themselves as Romans and vow “to take thisffadr Roman forefathers and hold
it"(220).

Beyond Sutcliff's explicitly acknowledged dshit Kipling, she has a probably
unconscious habit of taking Kipling as the verysiie breathes—for example, in the
recurring life-cycles of her Parnesius-like protaigts as well as in her default subject
position as male. A piquant example of an unconscKiplingism is her regular use of
“Hai mai,” a Hindustani exclamation meaning, litgra“O mother!” (like “Mamma
mia!”). It's quite appropriate for Kipling’s Kim ding his wanderings through northern
India to say, Hai mai! | go from one place to another” (166)“étai mai! . .. .Ifa
Sahib kills a man he is hanged in the jail” (218]to the Lama) “Holy One . .Hai mal
But | love thee” (320). It is quite another thirg & Scottish smith of the second century,
to declare “Stuan! Fosterling! Hi mi! It is as goaslten hot suppers to see you . . . “(80);
or for a Celtic warrior in late!6century Chester to mock Welsh Prosper: “Hai mai!
Large ideas of themselves some people have” (73).

More significant than these small debts, haveare Sutcliff's dependence and
enlargement upon Kipling’s habitual manner of lowkat history. Their shared
philosophy of history has four features: #1 Histsryot the story of progress but the
story of how things fall apart. #2 History may iset® offer the individual choices but

they are determined and irrevocable. #3 Histofgrefan aesthetic rather than a moral



satisfaction. #4 History is discontinuous; thisrao continuous knowable historical
pattern for human beings or for nations. Meaningloaretrieved only in fragments.
First, on the issue of progress, as Megharciehas arguefl,there is a stream of
principally British historical fiction which rejestthe dominant ¥8century optimism of
both Whig and Hegelian readings of history. Theae aptimistic world views see
history as the progressive story of developingdliziadion. But Kipling, on the contrary,
thinks such historical optimism a self-delusiveubb perhaps necessary blindness:
“Every nation, like every individual, walks in aimeshow—else it could not live with
itself” (SM119).° The beautiful poem that introduces the three Rostaries is a lament
for the transience of all empire and all claim$istorical meaning:
Cities and Thrones and Powers,
Stand in Time’s eye,
Almost as long as flowers,
Which daily die:
But, as new buds put forth,
To glad new men,
Out of the spent and urstdered Earth,
The Cities rise again.
The next stanza notes not just the transienceoskthities but also our blindness to that
transience and delusive pride in our triumph:
So Time that is o’er kind
To all that be,
Ordains us e’en as blind

As bold as she:



That in our very death,
And burial sure,
Shadow to shadow, weltguaded, saith,
“See how our wodwure!” (“A Centurion of the Thirtieth” 81)
It is loss rather than progress that most inte€gtbng and Sutcliff. Kipling begins his
account of Roman Britain in the period in whicksitilready falling apart and the empire
is retracting. Thougkagle of the Nintlis set in the two centuries before Kipling's tales,
its spirit, like the spirit of all Sutcliff's workgs also elegiac. The book begins with
evoking the loss of the Ninth Legion and its eagld ends with a vision of Roman
culture merging into tribal Britain. In the samergmf certain loss, Sutcliff modelEhe
Shining Compangn the tragicy Gododdina poem celebrating the heroic deaths of three
hundred picked warriors in a last ditch stand agjaime Saxon horde. Though young
Prosper, the narrator, repeatedly likens his threelred companions to the three
hundred Spartans who died at Thermopylae (see, 4,785 225, 271), the Spartans at
least achieved their mission to delay the Persaaisto save the rest of the Greek forces
to fight again. But the heroism of the Shining Campis fruitless, rather like that of the
Light Brigade, and buys the Celts no time againstttiumphant Saxons.

Like Kipling's, Sutcliff's text is planted whtsignals of inevitable crack-up. The
Centurion of the Thirtieth arrives at Hadrian’s Walfind that the Roman Road north is
blocked up “and on the plaster a man had scratéhedh! It was like marching into a
cave” (“On the Great Wall” 101). The same “finidiot heroism is forecast in the
opening pages dfhe Shining Comparas Prosper studies his Greek lesson and reads the
famous Simonides lines for the Spartan Three Huhdre

Tell them in Sparta, yeho read,



That we obeyed their osdend are dead.

Second, as to choice, both Kipling and Sdtaliite in such a way as to undermine
effective free agency in an historical subject. {Th@th writers are fatalists is evident
from their narrative strategies. They always etettrospective narrative stance towards
a body of history that is regarded as over and aatle There is no sense of living
forward in their works. Both Sutcliff and Kiplintharacteristically employ characters
who, like Simonides’ Three Hundred are the speaklead. Even as they are technically
alive, they recognize “finish” written on the walHistory will roll over them no matter
what they do. Dan and Una, the retrospective corssif British history, hear it spoken
from dead mouths magicked into existence; butviteerhodern children can neither
intervene in the events they transiently percemeaver remember them after the magic
is over. That narrative structure emphasizes acealility of events as does the recurrent
refrain of the historical subjects in the Puck bmid¥Vhat else could | have done?”(98);

“I don’'t see what else she could have done” (2Vihat else could | have done”
(276)™°

Sutcliff similarly inThe Shining Compargs in most of her texts writes through a
retrospective narrator and also furnishes the testing apparatus (maps, glossary,
author’s notes) that places the events of the nesv&ng gone. Her protagonist—self
introduced as “| am—I was—Prosper” (3)—is a sped&eand from among the dead.
From the very first paragraph, he looks back omxedf tragic, irrevocable past which
never in the book is experienced as a present:

“This is the Gododdin, Aneirin sang it.” So spoketh Aneirin, Chief of Bards
to King Mynyddod in Dyn Eiden, when he made hisagjisong of the men who

went to Catraeth. But of course he sang only offtee Hundred, the



Companions with gold torques about their necks pohtiie shieldbearers who

rode at their heels. Yet we also were young, withhiearts high and the life sweet

within us, and our homes left behind (3).
This first paragraph, quoting from an elegy fordesead heroes, embeds the living
Prosper and his comrades in a plot that can ordyireone way, the way the song records.
After all, “the end of a story is part of it frorhe beginning” (59§*

Third, as the quotation above suggests, $taaionception of history, like Kipling's,

is literary and beautiful. Though History canndieothe solace of progress or happiness,
it can offer an aesthetic and moral frisson whghightly called tragic and a sense of lost
glory which is rightly called elegiac. Tragedy aldgy combine in moments of
remembered self-exposition, moments of specialestarshine Sutcliff associates with
glory, as in this observation froirthe Capricorn BraceletThe whole city was at its
fairest. | have noticed more than once, since,ttiet things sometimes have a special
shine about them, just before they come to anléws—oh, like something painted and
garlanded for sacrifice” (“A.D. 62—Death of a Cit¥9). Such a glory hangs on
Parnesius in the broom and on the Shining Compa#yeirin’s mist, transcendent and
glamorous:

| saw the Wild Hunt. | saw riders with black eyekets in glimmering

mail where their faces should have been, grey kinléscatching a bloom of

light from the mist and the moon; a shining compentleed, not quite mortal-

seeming, but made of another kind that might diesat any moment into the

mist that smoked about them (238-39)



Self-sacrifice as an act of aesthetic satisfaasanmotif of TheShining CompanyLlif
the Pict spends his last hours before the lasebdgtorating his body with spiral warrior
patterns in woad and is questioned by Prosper:

“Why the beauty work?

“It is the custom of my peoplewear such patterns when we go into

Battle . . .”
“That | understand when you go into battle nakedt, iB leather and
ringmail, who will know?”
“’| shall know,” LIif said...” (226-27).
As the Welsh poet David Jones writesyoGododdif? , it serves both as a life poem and
a death poenthis “earliest surviving poem in the Welsh language as it were
celebrative of that birth, does in fact celebrae death of three hundred horsemen” (53).
What is culturally vivifying exists in close relati with and as a result of human sacrifice.
Fourth, to develop the question of meaningtatas, for Kipling and Sutcliff the

meaning of national history, if there is one, dnesemerge from or into any grand
unifying narrative. On the contrary. Because Kigland Sutcliff write history in the
genres of tragedy and elegy, their pasts are pogsented as continuously available.
Their pasts are only available through shiningrmagts: sometimes through auratic
objects like the Archangel Dagger, the dolphin rimgQueen Elizabeth’s green dancing
slippers; sometimes through memorable woxi&pdoddinpr actions (the charge of the
Shining Company) or places (“the road through tleds”). The Britonnic Celts’
relation to the Romans—"our Roman forefathers” {22 The Shining Compariyg a
case in point: these Celtic warriors feast intthay call “the Fire Hall, the Mead Hall,

the Great Hall” though “old Nurse” still uses “tR®man name for it"(48); they ride
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among the “cluster of thatched bothies” in Deva&i&ebut also glimpse in some “man-
high wall . . . the power and glory that was Ror(&l); the warriors draw lots from “an
age-eaten Roman helmet” (184). If Sutcliff's Celte true Romans, it is only by fits and
starts. If Kipling’s Dan and Una are true Englgdhidren it is by discontinuous tales of
Picts and Jews and Angles and Saxons and Romard$oangns. But Kipling’s turn-of-
the-century medley with its juxtaposed multipliagya much less fraught mixture than
Sutcliff's post-war representation of contestirapitions and modes of life. On the one
hand, her works regularly depict both viable intarmage (always frightening to
Kipling) and also irresolvable cultural incompaliyi ** If there are successive, usually
Celtic-Roman marriages in Sutcliff's novels (thenfRrm soldier turned border tribesman
in Eagle of the Ninth)there is also ferocious irreconcilable hatred leetwpeoples (for
examples, the Celts and loathed Saxorihie Shining Companyffor Sutcliff, even
cultural reconciliation comes at a high price: aslaved Briton tells his Roman master:
“You cannot expect the man who made this [Britisiigld to live easily under the rule of
the man who worked the sheath of this [Roman] dagge And when the time comes
that we begin to understand your world, too oftenlese the understanding of our own”
(80-1). Not all historical goods are compatibleacge always means that something
valuable of the past is lost. History for Sutcigffemphatically not a story of ever-
accreting gains but of breaks in continuity andessary losses.

In teasing out the philosophy of history pasdewn from Kipling to Sutcliff, I've
tried to show its non-progressive tragic glamoud @& emphatic discontinuity. These are
the qualities that help make Rosemary Sutcliffftxfemost juvenile historical novelist of

Britain’s long imperial recessional.
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Endnotes

! Just as Isaiah Berlin called his famous book olstdy's philosophy of historffhe Hedgehog and the
Fox, | would really like to call this paper “The Dormsiand the Owl: An Essay on Kipling’s and
Sutcliff's Philosophy of History.”Like Berlin, I'm interested here in attitudes towdristory. Berlin writes
about two ways of looking at history through hikision to the Greek proverb that “The Fox knows ynan
things but the Hedgehog knows one thing.” | wousd the dormouse and the owl to suggest historical
outlooks as well: the dormouse representing selfgetive oblivion and the owl, fruitless understiagd ..
The dormouse is an image of the historical amnestzsche, very close to Kipling in his view of
historical knowledge, prescribed as an anodynenaghistorical trauma. Hegel's owl is the symbol of
retrospective historical knowledge. Kipling's firgtbry in the Puck books involves the search for a
dormouse, whose sleep symbolizes the protectivigioblof King Harold, immune to sorrow for as loag
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he could not remember his historical fate. For ikigl as for Nietzsche, only historical amnesiagwa us
to live in happiness.
“We're looking for old Hobden,” Dan replied. “Hgomised to get us a sleeper.”
“Sleeper? Alormeusedo you say?
“Yes, a dormouse. . .."
“Ere he be. . . a little red, furry chap laat up...his tail between his eyes that were shut for
their winter sleep.”
“... Don't breathe on him, said Una.” It'll makém warm and he’llvake up and di¢ltalics
mine; Kipling, “The Tree of JusticeRewards and Fairies1910).
Hegel's owl represents the inefficacy of historigatlerstanding to change the course of history:
One more word about giving instruction as to whatworld ought to be. Philosophy in any case
always comes on the scene too late to give itWhen philosophy paints its gloomy picture then a
form of life has grown old. It cannot be rejuvertaby the gloomy picture, but only understood.
Only when the dusk starts to fall does the owl afidva spread its wings and fly (Hegel,
“Preface,Philosophy of Right1820).
2 In her “Reconstructed Pasts: Rome and BritainldCGinid Adult in Kipling’sPuck of Pook’s Hilland
Rosemary Sutcliff's Historical Fiction,” Deborah Berts emphasizes the gender discrepancy in classica
education and the irony that girls, schooled indlassics in translation, had a markedly greater@st in
historical fiction than boys. Sutcliff was largdlpme-schooled. She did not study Latin.
% Shiningness is regularly associated by Sutclifiwtie lost past. The title of her autobiograpByye
Remembered Hilldpr example, is drawn from a poem by A. E. Housniate the second stanza:
Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows:
What are those blue remembered hills,
What spires, what farms are those?

That is the land of lost content,

| see it shining plain,

The happy highways where | went

And cannot come agaim\ Shropshire Lag1896)
* The Archangel Dagger was made in Constantinofiliee ‘hilt was a wonder. Of chiseled silver, the grip
shaped like a human figure—no, not human, not rhdhat is, a fierce and austere male archangdliola
his own close-folded wings, the head with its gildelo forming the pommel, the feet strong-plarded
the cross-piece"Shining Compang1). Compare this dagger with Kipling’s decoratbapitals, many
formed of weapons, in his illustrations ftwst So StoriesThe miniaturist’s eye is another quality thakin
the two writers.

° Summary ofThe Shining Companget in early #"century Britain,The Shining Compargepicts Celtic
resistance to Saxon invasion and is based on izydarttragic historical episode. The novel is tcag its
depiction of the irrevocable past: “I do not thihiat you can be changing the end of a song orrg sto

as though it were quite separate from the rekinktthe end of a story is part of it from the begng.”
Around 600 AD three hundred picked Celtic warrigpgnt a year training and feasting at Edinburghglo
with their three hundred shield bearers. This wagyflynyddog’s “shining company” that was sent taut
repel a much superior force of invading Saxons efpkéor one, all of the company died in battle.rfriis
heroic disaster came “The Great Song” or “Y Gododd famous medieval poem by the Welsh bard
Aneirin in which the deeds of every single onetaf three hundred are set forth. Rosemary Sutcliff's
Shining Companis a novelistic retelling of Aneirin’s “Y Gododdiri the voice of a boy, Prosper, a
young shield bearewhose life begins in a narrow Welsh valley and ettasugh the dislocations of
history, in Constantinople. Leaving Wales in thenpany of his best friend, the young Irish slave iGon
Prosper becomes the chosen shield bearer to RBiotyn. The youths have longed for a wider world
after seeing a traveler’s exquisite dagger—the angjel Dagger—forged in Constantinople. After the
feasting and training and falling in love at Dyidie (Edinburgh), the court of the feeble and ckdting
King Mynyddog, the Three Hundred and their shizddrers, heartened by the songs of Aneirin,
encounter a vastly larger Saxon force and areualiped out. When Prince Gorthyn is killed, Praspe
becomes shield bearer to the heroic Cynan, thessolévor of the massacre of the Three Hundredsjiro
and Conn also survive. Conn, now a smith, retton&ales. Cynan and Prosper set out for Constapigno
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where the dagger came from and where lies the foygecontinuation of the Roman tradition that

animated the Shining Company

® SeeSomething of Myself177-78) for the genesis of the Puck book in Kiglincousin’s request that he

“Write a yarn about Roman times here . . . aboaubld Centurion of the Occupation telling his

experiences to his children.”

" Hilary Wright argues that “I suspect that [Sufli§ not fully aware” of “how deeply she has been

influenced by Kipling” (90).

8 Meghan Mercier is completing her Ph.D. in EnghlstGeorge Washington University with a dissertation

on “The Anti-Historical Impulse in Late ¥9and 28-Century Juvenile Historical Fiction.” She delivera

paper based on that dissertation research on Tayrddne 10, 2010 at this ChLA conference titleddO

Couple: Nietzsche, E. Nesbit, and the Uses of IHisto

° Kipling’s explicit reference is to the Americarifséelusion of being “a godly little New England

community, setting examples to brutal mankind” antlially committing genocide by “having extirpated

the aboriginals of their continent more completbign any modern race had ever done” (119).

19 These words belong respectively to a boy who stebimislavery in “Cold Iron,” to Dan speaking of a

gueen who sends brave men to their death in “Glafisand to a tribal chief who sacrifices himself his

tribe in “The Knife and the Naked Chalk.”

™ n a self-reflexive passage early in the noveln€oonsiders the issue of choice in the retellisfgs

legendary and historical narratives: “I do not khihat you can be changing the end of a storytlikes, as

though it were quite separate from the rest, Ikhie end of a story is part of it from the begigti (59).

12 Jones’dn Parenthesig1937), a mythical treatment of WWI trench warfarses quotations from

Gododdinto frame every section.

13 A highlight of The Eagle of the Nintis a discussion between the British slave Escataméoman

Marcus Aquila. Esca compares a British with a Roipattern:
“Look at the pattern embossed here on your dagyesth,” he said at last. “See, here is a tight
curve, and here is another facing the other wdyatance it, and here between them is a little
round stiff flower; and then it is all repeatedédieand here, and here again. It is beautiful, lyets,
to me it is as meaningless as an unlit lamp. ookiLnow at this shield boss, see the bulging curves
that flow from each other as water flows from wated wind from wind, as the stars turn in the
heaven and blown sand drifts into dunes. Theséhareurves of life. . . . You cannot expect the
man who made this shield to live easily under tle of the man who worked the sheath of this
dagger. . . . And when the time comes that we begimderstand your world, too often we lose
the understanding of our own” (80-1).



