Kampung Boy

Generalities:

· Author > Lat

· Genre > historical biography

· Directionality > left to right

· Publisher > First Second – Roaring Press Book

· Extra Pieces > none

· Publisher Rating > none

· ISBN # > 1596431210

Plot / Content: 

This is the biography of Mat (a slightly fictional version of the author), “a Muslim boy growing up in rural Malaysia in the 1950s”. Mat describes his life, the daily rituals, the naughty things he’d do, his friends and their activities, and various holidays and celebrations. The tin company is the biggest employer in the small village and just as Mat is about to leave for boarding school, he learns that the tin company may buy up all the rubber plantations (including his father’s) and alter the kampung (village) forever. It is with mixed feelings that he departs for a new life (slightly older than 10).

Quality of writing / drawing: 

Sweet, gentle, informative, nostalgic … this book is one of those that can be read by almost all ages but best understood the older you get. (The side blurb describes it as “hilarious and affectionate, with brilliant, super-expressive artwork”.) This is not a typical comic book. Each page contains usually just one panel. There are nearly no speech bubbles, as the narrator is Lat’s / Mat’s older self, looking back on his life in the village. However, it is more comic than picture book, because of the way the text interacts with the pictures and the way the drawings work and flow. I could see using parts of it when talking to grade three students about urban and rural communities, to show things like what Lat ate and what he did for fun. The vocabulary might be challenging for grade three children but Lat often explains and shows what is going on and why. (e.g. page 74 “This picture shows Tuan Syed teaching us te Wudze – a minor ritual ablution. It is the washing of face, hands and feet required before every prayer.”) 

Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): 

Not really. When Lat is very young, he runs around without clothes. The only thing you see is his bare bum. Grandma smokes and his parents spank him when he is bad, but this was typical of the location and era. On page 73, Lat’s parents argue because his father had danced with cabaret girls at a wedding and that was inappropriate, according to his wife. Near the end of the book (page 95), Lat gets circumcised. The description of the special ceremony and all the festivities surrounding the circumcision go on until page 106.  Nothing is ever explicitly shown, although you realize what part of the body they are dealing with (the circumcision scene is drawn, but from behind).

Grade level: With help, grade 4 +

