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[ntroduction

Erich Kastner

Erich Kastner was born in Dresden in Germany in 1899.
He worked first as a teacher, and then as a writer for a
newspaper, before he became a full-time writer in 1927.

Emil and the Detectives came out in 1928 in German. [t
was translated into English in 1930. It soon became known
all over the world, especially when it was very well made
into a film. But the main reasons for its great success were
Erich Késtner’s sense of fun, on the one hand, and his real
respect for children’s seriousness over questions of right
and wrong on the other hand.

Kastner’s other writing was of many kinds. His poetry
was very important to him. On the surface, it seemed light
and amusing. People found it easy to remember his lines
and to repeat them. But the harmless-seeming words had
a very sharp bite. He saw clearly the way Germany was
going in the late 1920s and early 1930s - towards the Hitler
dictatorship — and he attacked the danger in his funny but
biting lines.

His attacks made the Nazis angry, and in 1933 they
burnt his books. From 1933 to 1945 Kastner’s writing could
not be printed in Germany. But he continued to write, and
his work was printed in Switzerland. After the war of
1939-1945, he was very busy as a writer and editor and as

president of PEN, an international society of writers, from
1952 to 1962. He died in Munich in 1974.
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Introduction

Emil and the Detectives

Why is Emil and the Detectives popular with so many
people? Children certainly love it. There is plenty of action
and excitement in 1t, and the heroes - and one heroine — are
children. If that was all, it would be only a children's book.
It isn't all.

There is one special reason for the book’s great success
when it first came out, and for why it continues to delight
adults as well as younger readers. The writer observes
sharply the way people speak and behave, and’he makes us
— the readers - see and hear them clearly. “Yes,” we say to
ourselves, “I've met somebody exactly like that.”

Erich Késtner gives us the unusual ways of saying and
doing things that make people individuals:

Grandmother saying things twice: “I don’t like it, |
don’t like it!"”’

The Captain’s loud voice: his father, who was in the
army, spoke like that when he was giving orders.
Paul’s motor horn: “I always carry a motor horn with
me. Everybody in this street knows me and my motor

horn.”

But he also gives us people who are individuals although -
or perhaps because — they behave or speak just like people
we know. “Yes,” we think. “That’s just how so-and-so (a
friend, an aunt, or even a stranger we have noticed) does
it.” Listen to Emil’s mother, getting him away for his first
visit to the city. If it isn’t your own mother, it is somebody
you know: “She’s just like that,” you say. Or watch Emil
himself. He’s a brave boy, but the way he thinks and
behaves when there are problems is just like
the way you yourself thought and acted when you were

vi
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Introduction

his age: “That’s just what I would have done. He’s real.”

Sometimes the observation is that of an adult who has
watched - and understood — children. Look at Polly,
waiting at the station with her (and Emil’s) grandmother ~
and her new bicycle:

“Perhaps he has grown so much that he has passed us
and we didn’t know him,” said Polly, moving her
shining new bicycle backwards and forwards. At first
her grandmother had said that she must not bring her
bicycle. But she had asked again and again, and at last
she was allowed to 'do so. Now she was very happy,
thinking how Emil would look when he saw it and
how he would wish to have one like it.

That is how Polly would think, and what she would do, but
the observer isn’t Polly herself or any child of her age. ltis
an adult writer presenting her to adults or older children

for their loving amusement. Little Tuesday is presented in
rather the same way:

“Yes. You'll need some good detectives,” cried little
Tuesday. “That’s why I thought you would need me. |

could be a wonderful police dog, too. I can make 2
noise just like a dog.”

What adults enjoy most is the eagerness of the boys and
Polly and their thorough enjoyment of the whole adven-
ture. What young people enjoy is the adventure itself Boys
and girls are in the adventure; adults watch it in their
imagination and enjoy doing that.
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The peaple in Emil’s carriage
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The trams in the city
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The boys put their money into Emil’s cap
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The boys all around Mr Green
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Emil gets ready to have his photograph taken
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Emil’'s mother reads the newspaper story
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