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Abstract

This study is a historico-cultural exammation of the réle of the garden in literature

written for children between 1850 and 2000.

The garden 1s considered from two perspectives — as a setting for children’s play, and

as a cultural symbol that changes over time to reflect social concems.

The central assumption of this thesis is that the garden may be considered as a
symbol of childhood itself. My main concern is to investigate the nature of the

construct of childhood as evidenced in texts wrnitten at different periods, focussing on
what it might have meant to be a child at those times. In doing so, I frequently have

cause to contrast these definitions of ‘childhood’ with each other, and with

contemporary ones.

The notion of the garden suggests to me a series of ‘structural oppositions’ (Rose,
1984), such as innocence/expenience, civilisation/nature,  home/away,

enclosure/exposure; all of which are typical concerns of literature in general, and,

arguably, particularly significant themes in children’s literature and thus pertinent to
its study. I suggest that the garden as a common setting for children’s literature also

acts as a meeting-place, or compromise, for some of these pairings.



Since children are generally subject to adults, I consider that some of these
oppositions can be regarded in terms of power and control. The thesis emphasises
the ‘constructedness’ of such oppositions, in order to demonstrate the mythological —

and often adult-serving — nature of much thinking about childhood.

I explore texts as diverse as Barrie’s Peter Pan (1911) and Pullman’s His Dark
Materials (1995-2000) in order to illustrate changes in the mythology of childhood,
and in the deployment of the icon of the child in the garden. The study concludes
with a detailed exploration of Pearce’s Tom's Midnight Garden (1958), which I
believe expresses many symbolic meanings of the garden image in a particularly

convincing way, with considerable artistic and emotional integrity.



Chapter 1: Introductory

‘ ... the garden was the thing. That was real. Tomorrow he would go into it:
he almost had the feel of tree-trunks between his hands as he climbed; he

could almost smell the heavy blooming of the hyacinths in the corner beds.’

Philippa Pearce, Tom's Midnight Garden (1958), p.28

1.1. Introduction to the thesis

This study is an attempt to explore ‘children’s literature’ through an examination of
the different ways in which the garden is used as a setting and as an image in books
written for children. I suggest that ‘the garden’ is a potent psycho-cultural icon that
has been used to define and control the concept of ‘childhood’. The central thesis is
that the image of the garden in children’s literature represents the ‘Eden’ of
childhood: and its definition, like that of any other symbolic artefact, depends on

extrinsic socio-cultural factors, and thus changes with time.

Children’s literature 1s a complex subject, the proper approach to which has been,
and continues to be, debated and repeatedly redefined (Hunt, 1994a and 1996.b:
Briggs, 1996; Nodelman, 1996). Students of children’s books tend to be divisible
into two groups, which nevertheless often overlap; the ‘child-centred’ and the ‘book-

centred’ (Leeson, 1985, p.142; Hunt, 1994, p.17; Hollindale, 1997, p.15). Despite my



own experience as a teacher and as a parent of children, for the purposes of this study
I cast myself in the latter réle. I am concemed here with a historico-cultural
exploration of potential meanings in children’s books: meanings which derive from
their authors’ own experiences, preoccupations and motives for writing and from the
wider cultural circumstances in which the texts are situated. I stress that these
meanings are ‘potential’, since one can only infer from the texts exactly what
messages about childhood might have been transmitted to the readers of those texts.
The readers, of course, may be either child or adult. My use of the past tense
throughout the study reflects my concern to hypothesise contemporaneous definitions
of childhood, as compared with contemporary ones. Therefore my interest in this
study is in ‘childhood’ rather than ‘children’, if one accepts that there 1s a difference

(Cunningham, 1995, pp. 2-3).

1.2. Definitions

Given such a complex blend of hypothesis and literary and cultural analysis, in a field
involving relationships between producers and consumers, both past and present, it is

necessary to define terms. Hollindale (1997, p.8) asks, rather baldly, ‘What do we

mean by “children™? And what do we mean by “literature™?’ In a sense, this study is
an attempt to answer those difficult questions. They are impossible to answer simply;
and the apparently obvious answers are unlikely to be either comprehensive or

precise enough. My first response to Hollindale’s questions is that the two terms



‘children’ and ‘literature’ depend on each other for definition (Rose, 1984, argues
that ‘child’ and ‘adult’ depend on each other in this way, calling this a structural
opposite): the literature under consideration is that deemed (by the surrounding
culture) suitable to be offered to the contemporaneous child; and the child is the
person similarly deemed suitable to be offered it. Of course this circular definition is
wholly inadequate, but perhaps makes sense - since we all have our own subjective
idea of what a child is; and most of us have been involved at some time either in
reading ‘children’s literature’ (as a child) or in purveying it to children. In other
words, both terms can be defined in as many different ways as there are interested

parties.

In order to refine my own definitions for the purposes of this study, I have considered

as many alternatives as possible. While it may seem obvious what constitutes a child,
it has been established (Cunningham, 1995, pp. 2-3; Hollindale, 1997, p.13;
Higonnet, 1998, p.12; Heywood, 2001, pp.2-5) that definitions of childhood have
changed over time, and there is no reason to suggest that this process will not

continue. Some commentators define the child/childhood in terms of common

features. Hunt (1996b, p.11-12) refers to Tucker (1977), who, in What is a Child,
focuses on transcultural features such as play, physiological limitations and, in
Piagetian terms, lack of abstract thinking abilities. This could be described as an
educational/psychological definition and defines the characteristics of the child. The

historian of childhood, in contrast, defines the period of childhood by considering the



treatment of children, particularly in terms of employment (Heywood, 2001, p.121)
which is, of course both a historical and a legal issue, both closely tied to shifting
cultural norms. Cunningham wams against confusing the child and childhood (1995,
p.1): ‘we need to distinguish between children as human beings and childhood as a
shifting set of ideas.” I am more concerned with the latter — with external issues of
power rather than attempts to define childhood by characteristics. Hunt (1994a)
acknowledges that childhood is an entirely socio-cultural construct, solely defined by
the prevailing social mythology: ‘childhood is the period of life which the immediate
culture thinks of as being free of responsibility and susceptible to education’ (p.5, my
italics). I find this definition of childhood suits this study very well, since it defines

childhood in purely socio-cultural terms. This definition will therefore be implied

whenever I use the word ‘childhood’. Of course, even within this definition there is
evidence of divergent thinking by individuals, and this is signalled by Butts (1992,

Introduction):

‘children’s literature is not simply a reflection of such conditioning factors as
its age’s ideology ... To see literature as a straightforward response to social
conditions is too deterministic and reductive. Literary creation is a process in
which the writer often struggles with the world he or she sets out to depict, so
that while some works undoubtedly do reflect their society in very passive
ways, others articulate its contradictions, question its values, or even argue

against them.’



I hope that my explorations of specific texts are able to do justice to the many ways in
which their authors have intended and attempted to dissect their social worlds; but
my overriding aim has been to seek literary expressions of common contemporaneous
concerns about children and childhood, whether consciously acknowledged by the

writers, or not.

Hunt (1996b) suggests that ‘Definitions of literature can be conveniently divided into
definitions by features, definition by cultural norms, and definitions according to the
uses of text by individuals’ (p.7). My approach is in the second category — I define
children’s literature in terms of the wider culture’s expectation of what children
should be offered as reading matter, that wider culture being those elements of the
adult population of Britain concerned with children and their books between my
chosen dates. Hollindale (1997, pp.27-28) proposes six definitions of ‘children’s
literature’ and suggests that this is a comprehensive list. To summarise briefly, he
argues that children’s literature is either the result of intentions and decisions on the
part of those involved in book production; or a body of texts that appeal to
contemporary children; or that have appealed to children in the past; or texts
concerned with children, or relevant to children, and which are accessible to children;
or a body of texts with such features that make ‘meaningful transactions with
children’ (p.27) possible; or, lastly, a ‘reading event ... Whenever a successful
voluntary transaction takes place between any text and any one child’ (p.28). In my

opinion, these are all entirely valid definitions, some of which are complementary;



but none of them exactly suits my purpose in this study. Hollindale’s first

categorisation comes closest, but I would extend the adult participation:

‘Children’s literature 1s a body of work forming the combined outcome of

intentions and decisions on the part of authors, publishers and booksellers and

all adults within the child’s culture who have any interest in children and the
idea of childhood. 1t includes a corporate commercial design on the child
market and also attempts to define childhood and its relation to adulthood.’

(italicised words added to Hollindale, p.27)

Having clarified my working definitions of ‘childhood’ and ‘literature’, I must now
make explicit what I mean by the word ‘garden’, since this will be the context of my
discussion of the other terms. The garden has been used as a traditional feature of
mythology and literature throughout history and across many cultures. Sometimes it
appears simply as a setting; at other times it would appear to have a symbolic
function. It is interesting to observe occasions on which the garden appears as an
alternative to the uncultivated countryside. Equally, it acts as an alternative to the
home. This suggests to me that there is something specific about a tended area which
may perhaps represent a compromise between civilisation and wildemess, and which
may indeed be taken to represent other types of compromise, or meeting-place.
Especially in children’s literature, the garden is both ubiquitous and significant.

Perhaps this 1s not particularly surprising; since gardens have always been a common



setting for children’s play, at least for those children fortunate enough to have access
to them. In the context of this study, gardens are featured in various guises — as the
grand parks surrounding stately homes or mansions; as suburban gardens surrounded
by hedges, walls or fences; as grassless back yards; and, by extension, as public parks
and even, sometimes, as open countryside treated by child protagonists as virtually
private property (see, for example, Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons series,

Saville’s Lone Pine books and much of Blyton). This definition of ‘garden’ may

seem loose and even arbitrary; but I emphasise that its essential nature is as a place in
which the child is protected by the adult from the outside world. As I will make
clear, although Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons roam apparently freely about the
Lake District, the Norfolk Broads and the Hebrides, this countryside is not
recognisable as the dangerous and unpredictable environment it really is (Carpenter
& Prichard, 1984, p.508). The garden, then, is an extension of the home; it is a safe,
enclosed place out of doors, where the opposites of nature/civilisation and
home/away may meet. Important to my definition is the notion that the safety and
enclosure are as much emotional and cultural as physical. In these terms, Grahame’s
River Bank is as much a garden as Tom Long’s midnight garden (Pearce, 1958); and
the Swallows’ and Amazons’ Lake District is as much a garden as Mary, Colin and
Dickon’s secret garden (Burnett, 1911). These ‘gardens’, while accurately described

in terms of topography, are entirely safe (unlike the real Thames and Lake District).



When I write of ‘the reader’, I may be referring to any of a wide range of people,
perhaps several groups at once. There is, of course, the potential child reader, both
past and present — while the child contemporaneous with the book’s first publication
interests me the most, he or she i1s a shadowy figure and I can only speculate about
what it might have meant to live at an earlier period. Hollindale points out the
potential value of a culturally-based study of children’s literature when he remarks,
‘children are affected by the images of childhood they encounter’ (1997, p.14). This
may seem obvious; but it applies to literature of the past as much as to that of the
present and gives me pause for thought. The writers under consideration will without
doubt have been influenced by the attitudes to childhood encountered in their own
childhood reading, and this will of course have affected in turn their own writing.
More importantly, the great anonymous mass of child readers will have been affected

by, and, as adults, will have responded to, those images. It is difficult to discover

contemporaneous responses to literature, but portrayals of childhood can help us to

understand a little of former children’s social and emotional contexts.

Other readers of the texts under discussion are adults: including parents, teachers,
politicians, literary critics, other authors; and there is myself as reader. I am on
firmer ground when I recall my own childhood responses to children’s books,
although far from infallible. When I talk of my responses as an adult reader, that is

the only time at which I can be completely confident of the reliability of my



statements. Therefore, this study 1s a hypothesis, based on my reading and my

personal opinions and interpretations, added to those of other, mostly adult, readers.

1.3. Range of texts

The choice of texts under consideration is, of course, entirely subjective, although I

have relied on the insights of many wnters and critics of children’s literature. 1 have

sought out any books written for children which feature gardens as a significant
element, and have then rejected any which I judged uninteresting or unlikely to yield
any significance. I have admitted any literature that I feel offers new insight or
presents emotions particularly vividly, and which s, at the same time, peculiarly a
product of its own particular time, with its own consequent ‘baggage’. For that last
reason, I include some perhaps unexpected texts that exist outside the traditional
‘canon’, since 1 believe that the once popular but now forgotten can teach us a great
deal about the preoccupations of its period. This is not an exercise in defining
‘quality’ in literature, in any sense of the word, and, as already made clear, neither is
it a ‘reader-response’ analysis. I have, at times, however, speculated as to ‘the
reader’s’ possible responses to texts; but my concern is of course what the author

(and wider culture) 1s telling the reader.

I have generally used British texts, although I have included two books by writers

from the U.S.A. and one of Andersen’s stories, translated from the Danish.



I limit my discussion to works written between 1838 and the present. The earliest
text mentioned is Andersen’s story ‘The Garden of Paradise’ (1838). I have not
encountered a text intended specifically for children written before this date in which
a garden is significant, but acknowledge that such texts may exist. 1 have therefore
taken as my literary and cultural starting-point the earliest children’s literature in
which the Romantic influence began to be visible. My central thesis demands a
consideration of an image that changes over time, and I judge that this time-span

offers sufficient potential for socio-cultural and literary changes to have taken place.

Although my concem is predominantly with literature intended to be read by children

(those under the age of eighteen) I refer freely to work originally intended for an

adult audience, when it suits my purpose.

1.4. The garden as symbol

Throughout this study I assume that it is true to say that any symbolic artefact will
change over time in terms of what it can be said to ‘mean’. As Barthes hypothesises
in his Mythologies (1957), everything is subject to the imposition of meanings (or
connotations); no cultural object is ever ‘pure’ or ‘natural’. McNeill (1996)
paraphrases Barthes: ‘what we accept as being “natural” is in fact an illusory reality

constructed in order to mask the real structures of power obtaining in society ... The

10



role of the mythologist, as Barthes sees it, is to expose these signs as the artificial
constructs that they are, to reveal their workings and show that what appears to be
natural is, in fact, determined by history.” In the context of this study, I regard the
representation of the garden as a Barthean “sign’, and the ‘history’ which determines
it is the changing view of childhood, which 1s 1tself one of ‘the myths that circulate in

everyday life which construct a world for us and our place in it” (McNeill).

The garden’s appearance as a literary setting may derive from its biblical use as a
symbol of original innocence: Manlove (1999) discusses the garden as a familiar
historical literary motif, citing The Romance of the Rose (translated by Chaucer
c.1368) and The Parliament of Fowls (Chaucer, ¢.1382). In Paradise Lost (1667)
‘the enclosed garden of paradise is shown opening out to a new world’ (Manlove,

p.27). Wullschlager (1995, pp.42-43) suggests that authors of literature for children

too have drawn on this rich English tradition:

‘In inventing Wonderland as a beautiful, child-centred universe set apart from
adult life, Carroll drew ... probably unconsciously, on one of the oldest

traditions in literature — the perfect place, the Eden of Christianity, the

exquisite rose garden which has captured the artistic imagination from courtly

mediaeval poetry such as The Romance of the Rose to Eliot’s Burnt Norton."

11



Of course the garden is not the only common element of children’s literature that is
also used as a symbol: I might have chosen to study, to give a few examples, the
house, the parent or parent-figure or the child itself. However, I suggest, the garden is
uniquely suitable both as an appropriate setting for the action of literature for and
about children and also as representative of attitudes towards childhood, since 1 see it
as commonly representing the ‘Eden’ of childhood; attitudes which 1 suggest have
changed historically. 1 have also become fascinated by the garden’s function as a
‘limen’ (or threshold) - a point of compromise and of contact between two
oppositions: for instance, those of ‘home’ and ‘away’; ‘civilisation’ and ‘nature’;
‘enclosure’ and ‘exposure’, and others. I regard these pairings as relevant to
changing socio-cultural and political attitudes to childhood and children; and I view

the garden, with its connotations of control and nurture, as the ideal setting and

symbol for inter-personal narrative, especially that conceming relations between

adults and children.

I intend to argue that, while the writers of the literature sometimes use these symbolic
meanings deliberately, there are other occasions when the garden has a meaning that
is dependent upon the author’s historical and cultural perspective, or psychological
state, or individual experience of life. In other words, the writer takes certain
attitudes for granted and even regards them as ‘natural’, where an earlier or later
commentator would argue that they are cultural constructs or myths (see Cox, 1996,

below). Dusinberre (1987, p.33) asserts: ‘The only real freedom for adults and for

12



children lies in the recognition of the myths by which society orders its vision of the
real and the ideal’. I note in passing that it is not suggested that culturally-based
attitudes to childhood need necessarily be rejected; but, as Dusinberre suggests, they
need to be recognised and questioned. After all, this myth-making, as Wamer has
argued (Reith Lecture, 1994), 1s something that society is constantly engaged in as it
seeks to interpret and make sense of important relationships, such as that between the

adult and the child; and this dynamic 1s at the heart of my investigation. Cox (1996)

talks of the ‘myths’ of childhood.

‘These are myths in Barthes’ sense of the word; ideas of immense cultural
power, whose significance is built up of layers of meaning, the origins of

which have long been forgotten. Such myths appear now to be “natural”, to
explain the world and its meaning for us, but their history, the conflict and

confusions which surrounded their origins are now buried beneath an almost
obsessive belief in their naturalness (Barthes, 1973). There 1s a politics to
these myths of childhood which recent cultural and literary historians have

begun to unearth.’

(p.81)

It is some of these myths of childhood which I intend to explore and interrogate by

means of a study of the garden image/setting; which, I contend, is always either a

13



representation or an inversion of the Christian Eden, which stands in its turn for the

state of childhood.

In the course of this study I have been fascinated by the number of occasions on
which, in my readings of the texts, writers have been engaged in positing sets of
opposites, whether consciously or not. These oppositions are what may be termed
‘structural’ (Rose, 1984, p.50) or ‘binary’ opposites (Nodelman, 1996a, p.156) and,
as I have already suggested, some of these oppositions find a context in the notion of
the garden and, parallel with that, in notions of childhood itself. Speaking very
generally, I have found that until relatively recently in children’s fiction these
structural and thematic opposites have been created or upheld; whereas in more
recent fiction (that of Philip Pullman, for instance) such oppositions have been

questioned. The garden, then, may be seen as setting, image and ideological meeting-

place or battleground in children’s literature.

My thinking, then, has been guided by my desire to find out how wniters for children
thought and felt about childhood and so recreated 1t — using the image or setting of
the garden - for their readers, and why they did so — whether they were influenced by
socio-cultural, historical or educational principles, or by strictly personal, experiential
motives, or by any combinations of these things. While reading their writings and
that of literary theorists, I have also borne in mind the assumptions implicit in the

children’s texts, seeking out pairs of ‘binary opposites’ and thus trying to establish

14



how far the texts can be said to enshrine cultural myths, and how political this myth-
making may be in terms of thinking about children and childhood. De Rijke (1994)
talks of the “atrophied myth of childhood’; and I intend to trace the development of

that myth from Wordsworth to the end of the twentieth century.

1.5. Genesis of the study

My reasons for setting out to investigate children’s literature are complex, arising
superficially from my twin roles as parent and teacher, both of which demand a
certain familiarity with the corpus of literature for children; but the original impetus
and driving force stem, I think, from a very powerful personal need to understand

myself — how the child I was became the adult I am ~ and to make sense of my own
life so far. This is probably a fairly common phenomenon of middle age and the

strength of this determination has, I believe, directed and informed my thinking about

children’s books and their authors.

One very early memory of my own that has resurfaced during this investigation is,
perhaps unsurprisingly, of a garden. I must have been three or four years old and had

made a little house for my doll by throwing a pink woollen blanket over the pink
hydrangeas in a corner of our small front garden. It was a bright and sunny day and 1

remember certain features of it clearly, in particular the sensation of warmth, safety

15



and comfortable solitude — and my typically intense concentration on my own

activities.

There are two points I would extrapolate from this very simple and, I am sure, far
from unusual memory. Firstly, that the ‘child-me’, then, felt a strong sense of safety
and aloneness. I was in no possible danger from the world outside, being physically
very close to my mother; yet she probably did not know exactly where 1 was or what ]
was doing. I was being my own self, in a place I had made mine. Secondly, the
‘adult-me’, now, sees this memory, through the filter of intervening years that have
sometimes been unhappy and during which that ‘me’ has often been compromised, as
part of a time which was somehow better than now; a more innocent time, a more
authentic ‘me’, a time when limitless opportunities lay before rather than behind me.

I am sure that I am far from unique in this; I suggest that some of the most moving

and beautiful portrayals of childhood in literature have been grounded in this feeling
— which, I assert, is itself grounded in myth. Other portrayals of childhood have been
differently animated, by a psychological realism that knows that the ‘child-me’ and
the ‘adult-me’ are one, that both are equally valid in different places on a continuum,

and that this knowledge signifies health and integration of the personality:.

I have always found shady gardens and parks peculiarly evocative places, particularly

in summer, bringing as they do Proustian recollections of other summers, by that

16



combination of the sound of birdsong, sight of white clouds in blue skies, and smell

of flowers and — if the circumstances are absolutely right — of freshly-mown grass.

Of course, what I describe here is the memory of an idyll, of a past when it never
rained, when I had no worries or responsibilities, and I was safe and protected from
whatever was ‘out there’. It is the false memory of a childhood that never really
happened, cobbled together from memories of specific occasions when the sun did

shine, fiction that 1 read over the years and plenty of wishful thinking and nostalgia.

Initially, this was to be a study of ‘timeslip’ stories for children, with the emphasis on
the sadness of passing time, and that intention is still apparent in my first chapter, in
which I discuss nostalgia for childhood and the image of the garden as a Garden of

Eden from which we are forever excluded, once adolescence i1s past. 1 then

considered examining nostalgia more generally, as there were many novels dealing
with this concept that deeply interested me. It gradually came to seem, however, too
wide a field. The image of a garden began to present itself, suggesting the dual
symbolism of the Garden of Eden (from the viewpoint of the jaded adult) and of a
playground (from that of the child). At about this time I was struck by an account
given by Aidan Chambers (1983) of some work carried out by Jon Stott (published as
‘Criticism and the teaching of stories to children’ in Signal, 32, May, 1980) in which
Stott discussed the idea of the ‘enclosed garden’ (Chambers) with a group of

children. Three examples caught my eye: Stott had introduced ‘Mr. McGregor’s

17



garden’ as a ‘private and forbidden area’ (Stott), ‘Johnny Crow’s Garden’ as a ‘locus
amcenus’ (Stott) and had encouraged the children, while reading The Secret Garden
to regard ‘the changing state of the garden as an indicator of the developing
characters of Mary Lennox and Colin Craven. After reading the early chapters and
discussing Mary’s contrary nature, we looked at her Indian hibiscus garden and the
nursery thyme, seeing how both reflected Mary’s own nature’ (Stott). Here was the

germ of my final study: an account, not of work undertaken with children, but of an

attempt to relate gardens in children’s books to broad human themes.

I continued to work according to this plan, but several gardens in important

children’s books seemed to fit neither category — examples being the apparently

haunted gardens in Penelope Lively’s A Stitch in Time (1976) and The House in
Norham Gardens (1974). At this point I began to think about gardens symbolically,
in vaguely Freudian and Jungian terms, and it became clear that this was going to be
a historically and socio-culturally based survey, following an exploration of
Romantic and post-Romantic preoccupations with childhood with an investigation of
the nature of childhood as seen during the supposed ‘Second Golden Age’ of
children’s literature (Leeson, 1985) - that period from about 1950 to 1970. I would
conclude with an examination of the impact of psychoanalytical thinking on
children’s literature up to the end of the twentieth century, the garden this time
representing the psychical conflict between nature and civilisation, the angel and the
beast, the dark and the light which still seems to inform discussion of childhood

today.
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Later in the process of reading texts and thinking about the intertwined subjects of
gardens and childhood, I began to think about the ‘binary oppositions’ posited by
Nodelman and about what texts tell us about what it is to be a child - from the
individual writer’s perspective. I realised that one of my concems was going to be an
exploration of what it has meant to be a child at different periods (according to

contemporary literature) and whether, and how, children can be said to have been

‘colonised’ at different times (to use Rose’s term, 1984).

I have been endlessly fascinated (and frustrated) by the nets of dualities that have

continually tangled me. On this ‘journey’ 1 have encountered the polarisations of

adult or child - in other words, ‘who is telling the story?’; and actual child or adult-
as-child - ‘who is the story written for?’ — in what I term the ‘personal’ areas of
authorship and readership. In the more ‘general’ realm of society and culture I have
met the dichotomies of ‘Romantic’ or modem (or post-modern) — that 1is, ‘what
philosophies of literature and of life inform the work?’; Victorian and Edwardian or
post-war and contemporary - ‘when was the story written and how 1s its date
relevant?’; and — very significantly - is it ‘pre-Freud’ or ‘post-Freud’ - ‘in what ways,
if any, has the author been influenced by Freud’s thinking about the unconscious and
the child - or, of course, how does the work obviously predate or even anticipate his
ideas?’ 1 believe that all these pairings need to be explored, and 1 have therefore

sought a framework which can coherently incorporate all these discussions.
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1.6. Outline of thesis

The garden, then, is seen in this study as a series of images, relating to different ways
of regarding children in the Eden of childhood. There are naturally overlaps, and
resonances are frequently camed to and fro across the chapters, and connections are

made where relevant.

The first theme under discussion (in Chapters 2 and 3) is that of loss. At the
beginning of Genesis, the protagonists lose their innocence; and in the texts in these
chapters innocence is defined and celebrated and its loss 1s mourned. In Chapter 2 1
discuss texts whose authors bemoan the loss of childhood itself (some of whom

appear to prefer death to adulthood) and, in Chapter 3, I explore two texts which, in
my opinion, equate the ‘Golden Age’ of childhood with the myth of the rural idyll,

both myths founded on nostalgia and depending on ideas about innocence, and both

explored in the context of Eden-like settings.

Many of the works I cite in Chapter 2 belong to the English Victorian and Edwardian
periods, but by no means all. No literature can be wholly compartmentalised by

chronological means, even with hindsight. However, I would suggest that the theme
of loss 1s markedly present in children’s literature of the Romantic period of English

literature, and in that influenced by it. For example, I observe a certain ‘Romantic’
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attitude to childhood in some of the writing of C.S. Lewis that is comparable in spirit

to that of George Macdonald (see Jenkins, 1984).

In the texts discussed in Chapter 2, for reasons which I outline, the image of the child
is manipulated for the adult’s own ends — whether that adult be the writer or the
readership. In both chapters 2 and 3, the garden is a metaphor for the past: in Chapter
2 it represents the state of childhood, and in Chapter 3, an equivalent earlier stage in
human development (the mythological ‘Golden Age’: Hunt, 1994a, p.30; Carpenter,
1985, Preface; see also Grahame’s eponymous work, 1895). In these two chapters |
ask what the texts have to say about childhood and fo children; in what ways, if any,
they can be said to create or uphold cultural myths, with particular reference to
mutually-exclusive opposites; and in what ways, if any, they therefore reflect or

challenge prevailing social and cultural preoccupations about the nature of childhood.

This set of questions will be applied to each text throughout the entire study.

In Chapter 4, the garden appears as a nursery: a place of safety, security and space to
flounsh. In this case, while the garden is still Eden-like, the child is defined
differently. He or she is still ‘innocent’ in the sense of small and helpless, but the

emphasis on ‘goodness’ 1s less evident. Ang (2000) has suggested that one of the
results of the First World War was an increased desire on the part of adults to protect
children from the problems of the adult world. The world was increasingly seen to be

a dangerous and unpredictable place and the certainties that had begun to be
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disturbed by Darwin and the Industrial Revolution were further damaged by the

slaughter of the war.

In this chapter, many of the works I discuss belong to the Edwardian era (thus
overlapping with the previous chapter on occasion) and the period approximately up
to the Second World War - but, as before, this 1s a fairly arbitrary distinction. Again,
though I feel that social and cultural 1ssues impinged very strongly on children’s
literature, I am more concerned with the themes than with forcing chronological

continuity.

Although perhaps, as already suggested, I think that the experience of the First World

War influenced a change in thinking about childhood, I suggest that there were other
influences, including the educational thinking of Froebel and Montesson, and the
popular success of such seminal children’s texts as the Alice books (Lewis Carroll,
1865 and 1871) and A Child’s Garden of Verses (R.L. Stevenson, 1885). The child in
this instance becomes far more ‘humanised’ than the earlier symbol of innocence.
He or she becomes an explorer, for whom the garden represents a kingdom or
playground in which to act and experiment. The adult is no longer 1n direct control

but is still a protective presence just ‘off-stage’. Clearly the balance of power has

shifted.
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Chapter 5 concerns the garden in its function as a symbol of psychological growth
and healing. Stories for children that show this kind of development can, of course,
be found in various periods of literature — a notable example being The Secret
Garden (1911); but those in which I am mostly interested are those texts described by
Penelope Farmer (1972) as ‘introverted fantasies’ and which have generally been

written during the second half of the twentieth century.

The inspiration here derives from the widespread dissemination of the theores (and
practice) of both Jung and Freud. From Freud has come the awareness that there are
strata of experience beneath the conscious; and from Jung the notion of the
individual’s ‘shadow’ which has to be accepted and assimilated for psychological
health. The garden, in this chapter is an extended metaphor which may be interpreted
in different ways - as the unconscious, or subconscious, as time, or as life itself. The
child in the garden has at last become an autonomous, self-governing creature — 1t 1s
no coincidence that children in this genre of story are often orphaned or unloved.

The child does not symbolise anything but itself — a developing human being.

These stories can be complex and can seem to lack external plot. They can be

difficult to read and can involve characters facing painful truths; but they tend to end
in understanding and fulfilment - or, to use a horticultural image, 1n the flowering or
fruition of the self. In direct contradiction to the theme discussed in the first chapter,

experience is cructal and ennobling. In many such stories there is no clear distinction
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between childhood and adulthood; both are seen as stages on a kind of continuum, or
even on a circle without beginning or end. These latter texts, of course, are often
‘timeslip’ stories, which try to escape the notion of the linearity of time. In some of
them, there is significant use of the horticultural and socio-cultural idea of
‘rootedness’ in a place. Again, with reference to my central thesis, the nature of the
garden/Eden has changed. Along with an awareness that children cannot be
protected from the outside world there is an urgent sense of the need for healing. The
garden is a space where children can be healed while they play. This is perhaps more
akin to Christ’s ‘Paradise’ (Luke 23:43) than with the Eden of Genesis, the emphasis
on a ‘perfect place’ rather than on a place in which one is ‘perfect’. In the texts I
explore in this chapter, there is, very clearly, no compulsion to leave the garden when

one grows up.

In Chapter 6, in clear contrast, I explore some texts which emphasise the necessity of
leaving the ‘garden’ of childhood, perhaps after it has performed its nurturing and
healing function as described in Chapter 5. The garden here frequently represents
concepts discussed with reference to other chapters, but these qualities must now be
left behind. While writers like Lively and Boston present characters ‘putting down
roots’ and growing old in the ‘gardens’ of their history and heritage, the texts in
Chapter 6 are more concerned with the physical and psychological movement ‘out’
into the adult world, and with living autonomously. Adults in these texts tend to be

controlling and hostile, or benign advisors to the developing adolescent. The key
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texts in this chapter are Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy. These texts are
the most likely to feature children escaping from difficult childhoods. As de Rijke
remarks (1994, p.44), childhood is not always idyllic: ¢ ... gardens stand for
childhood as realms of innocence and experience, playfulness and dreaming,
entrapment and sacrifice.” In this chapter, Eden must either be left behind, or else,
particularly in Pullman’s books, cannot be found in either childhood or adulthood,
but only in loving relationships. In Pullman’s case, to summarise, while the garden,
where it appears, does indeed appear to represent ‘Eden’, neither concept is identified
with childhood. This marks a notable departure from earlier equations of childhood

and the Garden of Eden, which I relate to contemporary attitudes to childhood.

Chapter 7 is devoted to a detailed reading of Tom's Midnight Garden by Philippa
Pearce (1958) which, in my opinion, brings together many of the themes earlier
considered and through the use of imagery and setting, reconciles some of the
‘opposites’ seen earlier. While Pullman questions and demolishes, Pearce, writing in
the tradition of Boston and Lively, seeks to compromise. Her book represents to me a
symbol of childhood, continuity, healing and growth. It 1s, of course, an ‘old’ book,

often advertised as a modern ‘classic’; but I intend to show that by attempting to

address ideas about time and continuity, Pearce subverts my central thesis, throwing
into relief the culturally-bound nature of all the other texts. What Pearce does, I

argue, 1s to create her own definitions of childhood and of ‘Eden’, which are indebted

to cultural myths but, more importantly, informed by her own imagination.
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In conclusion, Chapter 8 considers whether or not the hypothesis that I have tested is
supported by the textual evidence; that is, whether I appear to be justified in asserting
that the notion of the garden in this literature does indeed represent an Eden-like
concept of childhood that is culturally defined. 1 summarise the evidence of

individual chapters that implies that definitions of childhood have varnied over time.

Before concluding this section, I quote Manlove (p.6) as a caveat against taking these
texts on their own terms too unquestioningly: literature for children is, after all,
written by adults — who will inevitably have their own philosophies of childhood and

have of course experienced the state of childhood for themselves: ‘One ... has to

allow for the way that the concept of the “child” is partly shaped by adults who either
wish to preserve a province they recall as childhood, or have designs on those
inhabiting it.” Reynolds (1994) wams that we must beware of using loaded terms like
‘childhood’ unreflectively: since ‘childhood is at least as much a social construct as a
physical stage’ (p.18). Perhaps even more so; since we seem to categorise human
beings as ‘child’ or ‘adult’ - thus failing to discriminate between an eighteen-year-

old and a centenarian. Furthermore, she remarks: ‘The attitudes and positions

proffered in the literature produced for young readers tell us a great deal about the
preoccupations and values of the time’ (p.5); and this 1s a key perspective of this

study. Children’s literature, as Bottigheimer points out:
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‘... has an overwhelming inclination to show its readers how to deal with the

society into which they have been born. The strategy for doing so has flip-
flopped in recent decades: the literature for children currently valorized in

criticism is that which joyously inverts adults and subversively overturns

perceived community values.’

(1998, p. 207)

It is clear that complex political issues are woven tightly into all thinking about what
children are and what they should read. The children’s writer may well be
unconscious of his or her prejudices about childhood, and may be anxious simply to

amuse and enlighten the reader; but, as Hunt (1994a) remarks:

‘It is arguably impossible for a children’s book (especially one being read by a
child) not to be educational or influential in some way; it cannot help but
reflect an ideology and, by extension, didacticism. All books must teach
something, and because the checks and balances available to the mature

reader are missing in the child reader, the children’s writer often feels obliged

to supply them.’

(p.3)

This 1s, as Hunt says, inevitable; but Hunt himself concludes that one needs to be

circumspect in considering such material, remembering that: ¢... children’s literature
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is a powerful literatur
e, and that such power cannot be neutral or innocent
, or trivial’

(p.3).
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Chapter 2: The garden as Eden: the loss of childhood

‘Sometimes before in his life, Tom had gone to sleep in disappointment or
sadness, but always he had woken up to a new day and a new hope. This time
he found that the morning was only a continuation of the night and the day
before ... This was Saturday; he had lost his last chance; he had lost the

garden.’

Tom's Midnight Garden (p.205-6)

This chapter considers the theme of loss as exemplified in ‘garden-based’ books. 1

have noted that this is a particularly dominant theme in books of the ‘Golden Age’ of

children’s literature (Carpenter, 1985) and I relate it here to Romantic notions about

childhood.

One obvious use of the garden image is as the biblical Garden of Eden. This
particular symbolism has been employed widely across many cultures and historical
eras in literature for both adults and children, and still resonates in literature today, as
I intend to demonstrate in later chapters. The central theme of the Eden myth is the
loss of innocence; and in this chapter I shall show how the concept of the innocent
child developed in opposition to earlier, Puritanical thinking, and how this myth

ultimately became debased. By considering this idea in roughly chronological terms, 1
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shall explore what children’s literature tells us about what it meant to be a child in

the appropriate era.

2.1. Historical context

The initial inspiration behind this theme comes, I suggest, from the Romantic poets,
in particular Wordsworth and Blake; and behind these is the philosophy of Rousseau.
From this inspiration can be traced the development and ultimate corruption of the
image of the child as the Innocent, whether as representative of the Christ-Child or as
a more generalised emblem of all that is pure. The garden in this instance can be
viewed as the Garden of Eden, from which the sinner (that is, the experienced adult)

1s forever banished.

It 1s interesting to consider this imagery from a political aspect. It can be seen, 1
suggest, that the child in the garden in the following instances serves a purely adult
purpose, on behalf of the writer and indeed of all adult society of its time. The child
1s here being manipulated and exploited and the image cannot be seen as serving the

interest of any actual child. Many so-called children’s ‘classics’ derive from the

Victorian and Edwardian periods — and are notable for their tone of nostalgia
(Carpenter, 1985, Preface, and Wullschldger, 1995, p.3) — and even those originally
intended for children are probably prized more by adults than by children nowadays
(for instance, the Alice books and Peter Pan), although one may assume that they

were once popular with children. Reynolds (1994, p.17) remarks:
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‘That the fin de siécle nostalgia for childhood must be understood to be an
adult preoccupation (most children at any time are only too anxious to grow
up) is evident in that it 1s in books originally written for adult audiences that
the fantasy of defying or controlling time (or the effects of maturity) first

manifests itself.’

I am, however, assuming that these texts were originally intended to be read by or to
children, and that they have been read by children from first publication up until the

present day: and that child readers have therefore been exposed to whatever subtexts

these books carry.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the garden was frequently employed as a
symbol of Eden before the Fall, in literature for both adults and children, following
the tradition of Milton: the child was seen as inhabiting a cultural and spiritual
‘Paradise Lost’ that was inaccessible to the adult, simply by virtue of his or her age
and experience. Dusinberre (1997) quotes Trahermne (¢.1637-1674) — ‘Certainly

Adam in Paradise had not more sweet and curious apprehensions of the world, than I

when I was child’ (exact date unknown - published 1908) — to show how long the
notion of childhood’s significance has been current; Wullschldger too (1995) situates

the origins of this notion far back in Western literature and culture, while crediting
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Wordsworth and his contemporaries with reintroducing it as a persuasive societal

influence in a time of upheaval.

“The symbolic association between childhood, innocence and regeneration is
age-old, lying at the heart of the New Testament and of Chnstian thought;
Christians worship their god as a new-born baby, children are emblems of
purity and faith in Shakespeare and Dante, and important images for mystical
writers such as Thomas Traheme. But the nineteenth century, taking on the
Romantic interpretation of Blake and Wordsworth and the focus on nature,
transformed the image by relating it specifically to contemporary society and

morality ... The Romantic view of childhood as a privileged and seminal state

connected with both spiritual redemption and the natural world, was inherited

from the French philosopher Rousseau’s concept of man as a “noble savage”

and set out by Wordsworth in his ode to youth ...’

(p.17)

Cox remarks (1996, p.79-80) on possible socio-economic reasons for the emergence

of the ‘innocent’ child:

‘the educated classes at the end of the eighteenth century ... had more than

Rousseau to prompt them to such [anxious] thoughts. The theoretical

opposition he had formulated between uncorrupted nature and polluted

civilisation had become, it seemed, a reality. It was to be an anxiety, too, that
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grew through the early decades of the nineteenth century, as the middle

classes slowly withdrew themselves and their children from the economic
frontline and retreated behind the hedge, the shrubbery and the lawn into their

suburban bunkers.’

This last sentence reflects a significant theme of Chapter 4 of the present study; but
serves here to emphasise the social roots of the Romantic revolution. Cox also, very
importantly, stresses the significance of the Romantic child and its powerful - and
insidious — legacy that is influential up to the present day. I quote at length because

this notion of the cultural ‘myth’ is so central to my thinking:

‘ ... the intellectual and cultural maelstrom of the nineteenth century caused a
struggle about the nature of childhood, which was to infiltrate not only the
everyday domestic scene, but also the public intellectual, literary and cultural

life of the Victorian middle class ...

... Romanticism, as a cultural movement, must have a cntical place in any
discussion of childhood, not only because it shaped so many of our still

powerful conceptions and, indeed, deepest feelings about children and about
parenting, but also because, at the domestic and at the political level, it

acquired its force in opposition not only to the growth of urban
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industrialisation, but in opposition to the way in which religious evangelism

sought to shape child-rearing in the new industrialised society.’

(p.20, my italics)

Romanticism, then, was a political theory just as much as the old Puritanism, and one
must be aware of its constraints and possible attempts to manipulate the image of the

child, the more so because it 1s still so current today, and expresses what Nodelman

(1996, p.67) calls ‘obviousnesses’.

Coveney, too, acknowledges Wordsworth’s influence in defining ‘the child’, in
particular the centrality of his famous ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from
Recollections of Early Childhood’ (1807): ‘The Ode became undoubtedly one of the
central references for the whole nineteenth century in its attitude to the child. It is
indeed of the utmost significance that the most intense emotion of the poem is one of
regretful loss’ (1957, p.80). Wordsworth’s notion, related to Plato’s thinking in the
Meno dialogue, 1s that some quality of spinituality, present at birth, diminishes as the
infant progresses through childhood and puberty into maturity. He believes, as is
clear from the ‘Ode’, that babies possess at birth a mystical awareness of what he
variously calls ‘glory’, ‘bliss’, ‘something that is gone’, ‘the dream’; as one grows

and ages the memory of this gradually recedes:
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‘Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing boy,

But He
Beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy;

The Youth, who daily further from the east
Must travel, still 1s Nature’s Priest,
And by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended;

At length the Man perceives it die away,

And fade into the light of common day.’

Ang (2000) points out the constricting nature of the imagery here; from the ‘Heaven’
of infancy the growing and developing human being is forced into the enclosure of
the metaphorical prison-house. This 1s an unavoidably melancholy notion, since
childhood cannot be prolonged; as Ang remarks, ‘The child is not so much freed to
grow up as reluctantly resigned into the hands of the inevitable. There is a narrowing
rather than widening of horizons’ (p.28): but the ‘Ode’ is certainly not without
optimism. Wordsworth does acknowledge some vestige of ‘childness’ (Hollindale,

1997) in the imaginative adult:
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‘O joy! That in our embers

Is something that doth live,

That nature yef remembers
What was so fugitive! ...
... those first affections,

Those shadowy recollections,
Which, be they what they may,
Are yet the fountain light of all our day,
Are yet a master light of all our seeing ...’

‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’ (my italics)

Coveney (1957) stresses this optimism in Wordsworth and makes an explicit link
between Wordsworth’s concept that ‘The child is father to the man’ and the crucial
significance of early experience in the theories of Freud. Coveney suggests that the
great Romantic poets (Wordsworth, Coleridge and Blake) attempted through poetry
what modern psychoanalysis in its way attempts through exploration of the psyche:
the integration of the human personality (pp.240-241). They sought this integration
by emphasising and exploring the close relationship between adult and child
consciousness and by stressing the essential continuity and unity of all human
experience (a theme to which I will return in Chapter 5). Coveney is adamant (p.33)
that Wordsworth experiences no ‘morbid involvement’ with childhood as do some

subsequent writers, but that the figure of the child is the symbol for the ‘subjective
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investigation of the Self (p.32)’ — much as Freud interprets the figure of the child in
dreams. However, as Ang says (p.29), fairly or not, the ‘Ode’ has often been read as
a lament for the loss of childhood rather than an expression of the continuity of life,
and as such has been deeply influential: ‘The child of the “Ode” and the tone of
regret for a lost innocence and sunlit happiness was to mould much of nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century literature.” Dusinberre reminds us (p.14) that for
Wordsworth childhood was ‘both real and symbolic, both experience and myth’: that
is, while idealising childhood, the poet still grounds his vision in ‘reality’. However,
one can plainly trace through literary chronology the gradual distortion of
Wordsworthian Romanticism to reflect instead an overt preference for the state of

childhood, and I will consider this towards the end of this chapter.

2.2. The child made perfect

One consequence of the Romantic view of childhood was that many popular writers
for children turned, with apparent relief, from the historical idea of children as ‘limbs
of Satan’ that had been propagated initially by the Puritans (Avery, 1989, p.104; Ang,
2000, pp.22-24). Perhaps unsurprisingly, the fashion for seeing the ‘innocence’ in the

child was sometimes taken to extremes, and, while Wordsworth’s child was
recognisably imperfect and ‘realistic’, other fictional children were created who were

impossibly perfect. Drawing on the theme of orniginal sin, but this time from the

assumption that children remained innocent until adolescence, some authors had their
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child characters gently teach adults the errors of their ways. Perhaps the ultimate
expression of this glorification of childhood innocence was the number of fictional
children who - reflecting the hard realities of the time — died prematurely but who,
less plausibly, made beautiful deaths, leaving their usually rather unsatisfactory lives
to go willingly to heaven. Ang (pp.30-31) talks at length of the ‘reforming child’
who, as a symbol of innocence, is exploited as an example to the sinful adult, often

dying young as an illustration of childhood innocence translated directly to heaven.

Two texts, ostensibly written for children, which link this preoccupation with death
with the idea of Eden, are Charles Kingsley’s 7The Water Babies (1863) and George
MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind (1871). Both texts feature garden-like
paradises, but in each the ‘perfect place’ is more akin to Purgatory, despite both
authors’ Anglicanism. Both Kingsley and MacDonald seem conscious of the
‘original sin’ of their boy protagonists: and it is only after undergoing the purgatorial
process that Tom and Diamond can become fully-fledged Romantic children. In this
it may be possible to discen the remnants of the notion of the ‘limb of Satan® —
although most readers nowadays, I suggest, would find Tom a realistically naughty

character, and Diamond an impossible paragon. Certainly both authors have

something to say to their readership about the perfectability of the soul (McGillis,

1991, p.154).
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Carpenter (1985, p.37) sees Kingsley as ‘the first writer in England, perhaps the first
in the world with the exception of Hans Andersen, to discover that a children’s book
can be the perfect vehicle for an adult’s most personal and private concems.’
Unfortunately for Kingsley’s reputation, he was not able, as Carroll was a few years
later, to sublimate these concerns and shape them into a fully satisfying work of art.

The Water Babies 1s heavily overburdened with its author’s unassimilated obsessions,

as is MacDonald’s At the Back of the North Wind.

As remarked above, Ang has emphasised the significance of Wordsworth as a
‘shaping factor’ in later children’s literature. She quotes Victor Watson’s

observation (pp.25-6) that the epigraphs to the chapters of The Water Babies are

largely derived from the works of Wordsworth and Coleridge, with the addition of
two from Longfellow and one from Spencer (sic). Ang interprets this as an attempt

‘to convey the spontaneity and liberty of the Wordsworthian spirit of childhood

through the liquud medium in which ... Tom moves’ (p.25).

Critics seem to agree that Tom’s immersion into the stream, which begins his long
journey via the river to the open sea, represents his death and thus his escape from the
dreadful life of a child chimney sweep (Carpenter and Prichard, p.561; Townsend,
1965, p.74). Kingsley writes of the instant of death not only as a relief from life, but

as a delicious moment of oblivion:
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‘... he was so hot and thirsty, and longed so to be clean for once, that he

tumbled himself as quick as he could into the clear, cool stream.

And he had not been 1n it two minutes before he fell fast asleep, into the
quietest, sunniest, cosiest sleep that ever he had in his life; and he dreamt
about the green meadows by which he had walked that moming, and the tall

elm trees, and the sleeping cows; and after that he dreamt of nothing at all.’

(The Water Babies, p.39)

Manlove (1999) claims that Kingsley (an Anglican priest) ‘denies the finality of hell

and appropriates for Anglicanism the Roman Catholic doctrine of purgatory’ (p.64),

which is represented in this text as a journey. Coveney (1957) sees this as evidence
of Kingsley’s ‘Anglican compassion for human nature’ (p.103). Presumably, in an
age when heaven and hell were generally believed in, the notion of the second
chance, a spell in purgatory, might appear a more compassionate one than it seems
now. According to Manlove, the ‘manne purgatory’ has the purpose and eventual

effect of making Tom fit to ‘go home’ with Ellie to heaven, or ‘St. Brandon’s Isle’:

“The first thing which Tom saw was the black cedars, high and sharp against
the rosy dawn; and St. Brandon’s Isle reflected double in the still broad silver

sea. The wind sang softly in the cedars, and the water sang among the caves:

the sea-birds sang as they streamed out into the ocean, and the land-birds as
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they built among the boughs ... But among all the songs one came across the
water more sweet and clear than all; for it was the song of a young girl’s
voice... And as Tom neared the island, there sat upon a rock the most

graceful creature that ever was seen ... and behold it was Ellie.’

(pp.201-202)

The language of this passage is quasi-Biblical and perhaps reminiscent of the
beginning of Genesis. It emphasises the beauty of the scene where the land meets the
water, and where the now perfected Adam-figure meets Eve. Unlike the stream/river,
this is clearly Eden. It is a place that is quite separate from the world and certainly in
complete contrast to the earthly world formerly inhabited by Tom. There is no hope
held out in The Water Babies, at last for the poor child, of ever attaining anything

resembling heaven on earth — despite Kingsley’s social conscience and Chartist

leanings he is more concerned with Tom’s soul than his body. In fact, one surmises
that Kingsley is both a descendent of the believers in original sin, and a precursor of
some later, morbid authors who appear to find death preferable to adulthood and thus
sin. Wullschldger (1995, p.26) remarks that The Water Babies is ‘a tale riddled with
images of sexual guilt and contamination’ which are generally expressed through the
imagery of cold water. I regard the text as a clear expression of its author’s own
personal preoccupations with regard to sexuality, childhood and adulthood. Children

seem to need to be made clean - inside and out - and adults are either bullying,

blustering males or desexed, nurturing mothers.
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Diamond, the child hero of At the Back of the North Wind, also encounters a
nurturing mother but is more fortunate than Tom in the kindly men he meets. He
visits a similar Eden’, ‘the back of the North Wind’, quite early in the book -
Carpenter and Prichard (see also Carpenter, 1985, p.74) identify it at this point in the
narrative as purgatory. Knoepflmacher (1988) describes it as, variously, ‘limbo’
(p.241), the ‘realm of death’ (p.243) and the intemalised ‘good place’ (p.249),
identifiable as the place sought by so many wnters of the time according to Carpenter
(1985, p.13). It is clearly related to a garden: although there is something artificial

and dream-like about it:

“ “It is North Wind on her doorstep,” said Diamond joyfully, and hurried on

... He was sure it was North Wind, but he thought she must be dead at last.
Her face was as white as the snow, her eyes were as blue as the air in the ice-
cave, and her hair hung down like icicles ... When he came to himself after
he fell, he found himself at the back of the north wind ... there was plenty of
a certain still rayless light. Where it came from he never found out; but he
thought it belonged to the country itself. Sometimes he thought it came out of
the flowers, which were very bright, but had no strong colour. He said the
nver ... flowed not only through, but over grass: its channel, instead of being
rock, stones, pebbles, sand, or anything else, was of pure meadow grass, not

over long. He insisted that if it did not sing tunes in people’s ears, it sang

tunes in their heads ...’
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(At the Back of the North Wind, p.94, pp.98-99)

Later in the book three dreams are described, all of which have garden-like, idyllic
settings and which are, according to Knoepflmacher (1988), fantasies of ‘origins’
(p.254) or of prenatal Edens (p.261). The various versions of paradise in this text are
all derived from Wordsworth’s 1images in the ‘Ode’, according to Knoepflmacher

(p.247), who explicitly connects MacDonald’s obsessive desire to return to his

mother’s womb with Wordsworth’s notions about birth:

‘By recrossing this same threshold seven days later, Diamond undergoes a
second birth., He now resembles the radiant boy in Wordsworth’s

“Intimations” ode, who, after entering the world “trailing clouds of glory” can

dimly remember an effulgence in moments of “joy™.’

Following this strange experience Diamond is transformed from a solitary and rather
strange child into a paragon: the rest of the novel is concerned with his successful
attempts to help the adults in his world apparently by nothing more than example and
song. Among other acts, he supports his parents through unemployment and the birth
of a new baby, and reforms an alcoholic, wife-beating neighbour. Eventually, having
somewhat alienated (and irritated) the other children in the story by his apparent
simple-mindedness, he dies and is translated to the back of the north wind - now,

presumably, heaven. While I cannot really argue with Hunt’s (1994a) summing-up of
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the novel as ‘a grossly sentimental, adult-voiced, perfect-child, cunious mixture of

social realism and a theology convoluted with sexuality’ (p.76), I nonetheless find

Diamond’s deathbed scene (the book’s final paragraph) rather moving:

‘I walked up the winding stair, and entered his room. A lovely figure, as
white and almost as clear as alabaster, was lying on the bed. I saw at once

how it was. They thought he was dead. I knew that he had gone to the back

of the north wind.’

(p.332)

Again, as in The Water Babies, the ideal child is innocent, both of wrongdoing and of

inappropriate sexual feelings. It is not clear why Diamond has to be purified by his
trip to Purgatory: unlike the engagingly mischievous Tom, he begins the book as

faultless as when he leaves it. As in Kingsley's case, one may infer authorial

ambivalence about sexuality, childhood and adulthood.

Both Kingsley and MacDonald, then, experienced emotional turmoil in the area of

sexuality and maturity. They both wrote novels that celebrated their main

protagonists’ innocence while denying them the right to behave like ‘real” children.
Tom and Diamond suffer death rather than the erosion of that innocence. In my
opinion, both writers exemplify de Mause’s ‘projective reaction’ of adults to

children, discussed by Cunningham (1995, p.8) in which ‘adults use children as a
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vehicle for the projection of their own unconscious, that is the children become the
repository of all the adults’ unacknowledged bad feelings and fears about
themselves’. I suggest that virtually all the texts considered in this chapter express

this reaction; and that they do it with the help of the garden as setting and symbol.

2.3. The political exploitation of the perfect child

Both Tom and Diamond are required to undergo the journey to purgatory before
reaching heaven, and both eam their living as manual workers. MacDonald does not
make explicit the link between this necessity for spiritual cleansing and Diamond’s
station in life, and presents no contrasting child character with whom to compare

him. However, Tom is very clearly contrasted with Ellie, the squire’s daughter.
Unlike her, he needs to be ‘cleansed’ in order to reach heaven. One wonders about
Kingsley’s prejudices and motivation for this, as Tom’s ‘sins’ seem to consist merely

of his justifiable response to the brutality he endures, coupled with his physical filth.

In contrast, the innocently sleeping, and dazzlingly ‘white’ Ellie arrives directly at St.
Brandon’s Isle, without the necessity of the journey through purgatory. We hear

clearly the voice of the preacher in the scene set in Ellie’s bedroom, and perhaps we

are to surmise that Ellie is ‘saved’ while Tom is an ignorant heathen, in need of
baptism (behind him stands the figure of the Puritan unredeemed child). This is

borne out by the juxtaposition of the description of her picture of ‘a man nailed to a

cross’ with the detailed account of her washing facilities:
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‘the next thing he saw, and that ... puzzled him, was a washing-stand, with
ewers and basins, and soap and brushes, and towels; and a large bath, full of
clean water - what a heap of things all for washing! “She must be a very dirty

lady,” thought Tom ... “to want as much scrubbing as all that.”’

(The Water Babies, p.20)

This may also be unwitting class-consciousness on Kingsley’s part. In his enthusiasm
for the pristine Ellie he makes no reference to her great good fortune in having been
born not only into a Christian family but into one wealthy enough to be able to

provide the array of ‘ewers and basins’ (and indeed of servants to do the dirty work).

In portraying Tom as he does, Kingsley betrays his typically Victorian-bourgeois fear
of the lower classes and anxiety to maintain the status quo (which protected the
interests of children like Ellie at the expense of those like Tom). Leeson (1985, p.85)
accuses Kingsley of believing that ‘the poor need to be redeemed and cleansed ready
to enter paradise alongside the already clean and respectable’; while 1 agree with
Leeson, I would guess that this was a barely conscious assumption on Kingsley’s part,
what Nodelman (1996a, pp.67-8) calls ‘an obviousness’ of the time. Cox (p.82)
highlights the gradual erosion of romanticism by practical concemn, in some quarters
at least: ¢ ... the conception of the child as noble savage changed as the reality of

urban poverty and 1gnorance was brought to light.” It is, of course perfectly possible
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that some, perhaps including Kingsley, simply found this reality unattractive as well

as pitiful.

It may seem strange and even offensive to the modermn reader that Kingsley
compensates his child-hero for his dreadful life as a chimney-sweep by dispatching
him to Purgatory and thence to Heaven. More recently, such a text would almost
certainly have focussed far more specifically on the causes and possible relief of
Tom’s suffering: but Kingsley was a man of his time. In fact, as Carpenter (1985, pp.
31-34) outlines, Kingsley was indeed very much exercised by the sufferings of the
poor but, as an increasingly conservative Anglican priest he suggested that the
remedy lay in spiritual and personal, rather than social, reform. It might be argued
that the enduring legacy of The Water Babies is its early portrayal of Tom the sweep
(arguably the best-remembered episode) and that this vivid picture may well have
helped to reform child labour laws. However, 1 am concerned here with reading the
possible socio-cultural meanings implicit in texts rather than in assessing their
possible long-term effects. The subsequent treatment of Tom suggests, to me, the
significance to Kingsley of the process of spiritual punfication. Like many of his
contemporaries, Kingsley makes use of the image of the child, perhaps for the benefit
of real, contemporaneous children - as he sees it — but not in a way which the present
reader would judge advantageous to the cause of the child. The message for and

about childhood that I take from 7The Water Babies is that the spiritually and
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physically clean child, perhaps affected by pain and even, temporarily, by

degradation, but never sinful (either in terms of wickedness or of sex) is the ideal.

This division of children into either perfect or wicked, while probably a legacy from
earlier, Puritanical notions confused with Romantic ones, is an expression of
psychological as well as socio-economic anxiety. Rose (1984) talks of the
‘colonising’ of the child as a way of denying actual children any genuine voice or
autonomy. I think a parallel may be drawn between this notion and romantic or
‘courtly’ notions about women which were also dominant in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries; while professing the punty and superority of those they
idealised, the dominant group, whether men or all adults, were able to restrict or
‘enclose’ (to use Ang’s word) the objects of their veneration and deny them the
human freedom to be themselves. Ang (2000) argues that, while the Romantic
movement encouraged a more positive view of childhood than that espoused by the
Puritans, ‘of the young limbs of Satan, hell-bound unless saved through confession
and repentance’ (p.38), that the revolutionary view ‘was, ultimately, one equally
constricted, albeit by innocence, and thus as unfit to represent the needs and the real

nature of the child’ (p.25).

I suggest that it was in the interests of adults of the time to control images of
childhood because the nature of adulthood was being questioned. The notion of the

innocent child was posited against that of the increasingly informed and sophisticated
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adult world - which some regarded as corrupt. Warner (1994, p.42) expresses the

essential selfishness and unreasonableness of the adult love of childhood:

‘Grown ups want them to stay like that for their sakes, not the children’s, and
they want children to be simple enough to believe in fairies too, again, for

humanity’s sake on the whole, to prove something against the evidence.

Contemporary child mythology enshrines children to meet adult desires and
dreams, including Romantic and Surrealist yearnings to live through the
imagination, with unfettered, unrepressed fantasy; in turn, this presupposes
that the child has access to a form of desirable wisdom, of potent innocence

which cannot tell pretend from real, and sex from sexlessness, a kind of

supernatural irrationality.’

Perhaps this is the essential ‘impossibility’ of children’s fiction: that real children are
transformed into impossible beings that contradict nature: wise yet innocent,
unrepressed yet sexless and so on. These are also, of course, the characteristics of the

‘Noble Savage’ and perhaps of other subservient groups that tend to be referred to in

cliché.

[ shall explore below some possible reasons why the post-Romantics were apparently

so uncomfortable with adulthood.
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2.4. Banishment from the garden: the unworthy adult

As Rose (p.50) suggests, the concept of the young child’s innocence (in the sense of
‘sinlessness’) seems to demand that the converse be true; that the adult is, relatively,
sinful and corrupt. This is borne out by the presentation in several children’s texts of
deeply unpleasant adults: although of course it must be remembered that where this is

humorously or satirically done it may be seen as subversion, which 1s a guaranteed

way of amusing the child reader.

Although Alice (1865 and 1871) is not idealised as are many of her literary
contemporaries and successors (Clark, 1985, p.46), she is still regarded by her
creators and by most commentators as innately superior to the grotesque “adult’
characters she encounters (Hunt, 1994a, p.79), since, among other things, the two
Alice books are satires on government, educational practice and other contemporary

adult structures. While the portrayal of Alice herself does no disservice to the image

of the real child, Carroll’s treatment of the adult betrays his preference for the child ~
or at least this child — over the adult world (Knoepflmacher, 1988, p.190, Coveney,
1957, p.246). Alice may not be a typical ‘Romantic’ child, but she does however
move among a world of ‘mad adults’ (Hunt, 1994a, p.79) and 1s prized by Carroll
(and the reader) because of her childlike straightforwardness and candour. Alice
herself is, to my eyes, an endearing mixture of ignorance and knowingness, subject to
misunderstandings and conceit, following the teachings of her middle-class

upbringing somewhat blindly, and displaying occasional kindness and generosity; in
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most ways, in fact, probably very like any child of her time and class. She has the
faults of the ‘real’ child but she lacks the extreme selfishness and often gratuitous
cruelty shown in abundance by the ‘adult’ characters. When Alice finally manages to
enter the rose-garden she meets the Queen of Hearts, the extreme example of adult
arbitrariness in the management of power, compared with whom Alice herself is
shown to be cool and reasonable. There is a clear dichotomy between the ignorant
and well-meaning (in other words, innocent) child and the ignorant but contrastingly
arrogant adult. From this evidence Carroll appears to believe that adults, insofar as
they must exist at all, should be as much as possible like children. Alice’s inability to
enter the rose garden is due to her temporarily increased size: Hunt (1994a, p.79)
judges this to be a metaphor for ‘the confusion of growing up, changing size and
identity, and coming to terms with self and death and sexuality’, and Briggs and Butts

(Hunt, 1995) suggests confusion between the child’s desires and those of the

regressive adult. They point out that, although Alice is harried and bullied when
small, ‘this vulnerable state also confers entry into the magic rose garden, the garden
of lost delight [from Carroll/Dodgson’s perspective, that is]. The child’s desire to
grow up and stabilize her relation to the world about her here encounters the adult’s

desire to re-enter the secret world of childhood, a desire to “go small” ...*(p.142).

My own reading (confirmed by recent re-readings of the text) is that the adult’s
desires predominate over the fictional child’s ~ as they do in The Water Babies, and

that Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland exemplifies the preoccupation of the period
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with adult ambivalence about childhood rather than the position of children

themselves.

C.S. Lewis, in his evocation of Eden in The Magician'’s Nephew (1955), surely an
old-fashioned book, even for its time (it deliberately evokes Nesbit), also shows the
adult presence in the garden as the serpent in Paradise, but this time as knowledge
and sophistication rather than ignorance and irrationality. Digory is sent by Aslan the
lion to fetch an apple, from whose seed is to grow a tree with the power to keep the
Witch out of the newly created land of Namia. Digory i1s tempted to take another
apple in order to heal his terminally ill mother; the Witch is presented here as both

knowing and seductive:

‘She was just throwing away the core of an apple which she had eaten. The

juice was darker than you would expect and had made a hornd stain around
her mouth ... he began to see that there might be some sense in that last line
about getting your heart’s desire and getting despair along with it. For the
Witch looked stronger and prouder than ever, and even, in a way, triumphant:
but her face was deadly white, white as salt ... “Foolish boy,” said the Witch

“... If you do not stop and listen to me now, you will miss some knowledge
that would have made you happy all your life ... do you know what that fruit

is? I will tell you. Itis the apple of youth, the apple of life. I know, for I have
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tasted it; and I feel already such changes in myself that I know I shall never

grow old or die. Eat it, Boy, eatit: and you and I will both live forever ...””

(The Magician's Nephew, p.149-50)

This is an explicit rendenng of Genests, with the difference that the woman herself is
the cormupt temptress, and the virtuous child manages to resist her unpleasant adult
wiles. There 1s also a disturbing hint of the mature woman trying to seduce the young
boy in the more usual, sexual, sense, in that final ‘You and I ...” and which may
convey some of the author’s ambivalent feeling about women. Interestingly, the
same Witch is rendered as a literal serpent in The Silver Chair (1953), in which she
murders Prince Rilian’s mother. Perhaps the serpent here also represents the cancer
which killed Lewis’s mother, and which Digory’s mother survives, thanks to the
apple which Aslan, after all, gives him, The serpent is described as ‘great, shining,
and as green as poison’ (The Silver Chair, p.16) and Rilian later gets his revenge,

described rather horribly:

“The Prince caught the creature’s neck in his left hand, trying to squeeze it till
it choked ... All three blows fell at once ... Even that did not kill, though it

began to loosen its hold on Rilian’s legs and chest. With repeated blows they
hacked off its head. The horrible thing went on coiling and moving like a bit
of wire long after it had died; and the floor, as you can imagine, was a nasty

mess ... “I am glad, gentlemen, that the foul Witch took to her serpent form at
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the last. It would not have suited well either with my heart nor with my

honour to have slain a woman”’

(The Silver Chair, p.158-9)

Even when avenging his mother’s gratuitous murder, Lewis’s character is still
obliged to maintain chivalrous codes, as if by refusing to kill a woman he can deny
her power. Holbrook (1973) has explored the Namia series in Freudian and Kleinian
terms and concludes that the witch - in all her incarnations — symbolises ‘the all-bad,
all-hate mother we were capable of phantasying as an infant’, since the mother ‘has
not been humanised by [Lewis], as a mother nomally is, over the long years of
knowing her as a child ... This explains the strange malignancy in this phantom
woman’ (p.7). Having lost his actual mother very early in his life, Lewis, through the
processes known in psychoanalysis as ‘splitting’ and “projecting’, portrays Jadis, the
Witch, as the ‘bad mother’, in opposition to the ‘good mother’ on the sick bed. This

also explains the preoccupation with powerful women and mothers in his books.

Having introduced into his version of Eden an evil woman who is also manifested as
a snake, Lewis ensures that the virtuous young hero resists her offer of the fruit of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Conversely, in Hans Andersen’s story The
Garden of Paradise (1838) the Prince succumbs very quickly to temptation because

the Fairy of the Garden resembles his lost mother:
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‘He felt such joy as he had never known before; he saw the background of the
hall opening where the Tree of Knowledge stood in a radiancy which blinded
him. The song proceeding from it was soft and lovely, like his mother’s voice
... Then the Fairy beckoned to him and said so tenderly, “Come with me,”
that he rushed towards her, forgetting his promise, forgetting everything on
the very first evening that she smiled and beckoned to him ... The cold rain
fell on his face, and the sharp wind blew around his head, and at last his
memory came back. “What have I done?” he sighed. “I have sinned like

Adam, sinned so heavily that Paradise has sunk low beneath the earth!”’

(pp.166-167)

The Prince’s sin is ostensibly that of disobedience, since he promised the Fairy he
would not kiss her. She is clearly identified with his mother, which suggests the
possibility of incestuous feelings. Certainly he is dniven by sexual passion, for which

he is condemned; Andersen seems to be suggesting, here as elsewhere (for instance,

in The Little Mermaid, 1837), that such urges are sinful and earn expulsion from
Eden. Simply by having the desires of a fully mature man - which lead him to

disobey pointless and gratuitous instructions — the Prince forfeits the right to remain

in the garden. Roger Sale (1978, p.25) opines that this kind of thinking spoils
Andersen’s fairy tales — of course, traditional folk and fairy tales contain morals, but

generally of a more simplistic and robust type — and also hints at a corruption of

3



Romanticism that may be seen to reach its apotheosis in Peter Pan (1911): he

remarks that Andersen the wnter

‘became so imbued with a faint and faintly self-pitying Romanticism that
even his best stories are distorted with authorial self-concern and flecked with

satire and moralising.’

Thus the adult, in a certain type of late-Victorian fiction, i1s seen as a ‘fallen’ being,
inferior to the child. The child is innocent; the adult experienced. The child is pure;
the adult defiled. Childlike ignorance is a virtue; adult experience a vice. The child

Is seen as existing at an earlier and therefore better stage of life than the adult, as if

the two belonged to different species.

Another, later, writer who subscribes to this myth is Oscar Wilde, who shows in his
fairy tales a nostalgic sentimentality about children together with a willingness to
exploit them as symbols. This is perhaps symptomatic of a man who found adult life
particularly difficult. In his story The Selfish Giant (1888), the giant’s most beloved

child is in fact the Christ-Child and is therefore symbolic of purity and holiness; his

moving words to the giant directly equate the garden with Heaven:

‘And the child smiled on the Giant, and said to him, “You let me play once in

your garden, today you shall come with me to my garden, which is Paradise.”
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And when the children ran in that afteroon, they found the Giant lying dead

under the tree, all covered with white blossoms.’

(p.23)

Here, the child’s words evoke those of Christ on the cross, to the robber: ¢ “Truly, 1
say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” * (Luke 23:43, RSV). Added to
the biblical echo, the virginal connotations of ‘white blossoms’ suggest the innocence
and holiness of all the children. The ‘Child’ in this case 1s never meant to be a real
child at all; but even the other children are hardly representative. They seem to
symbolise the freedom of childhood in their innocent ‘playing’, which includes no
disagreement or other naughtiness, and are posited against the Giant’s (or perhaps

adult world’s) nastiness and sophistication in putting up a sign — ‘TRESPASSERS

WILL BE PROSECUTED”’.

I am powerfully struck by the wistful tone of Wilde’s stories for children, and am
convinced that he wrote them as much for himself as for any child reader, using them

as a form of what later generations would term therapy. His longing for a long-lost

idealised childhood stands out from the page:

‘It was a large lovely garden, with soft green grass. Here and there over the

grass stood beautiful flowers like stars, and there were twelve peach-trees that
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in the spring-time broke out into delicate blossoms of pink and pearl, and in
the autumn bore rich fruit. The birds sat on the trees and sang so sweetly that
the children used to stop their games in order to listen to them. “How happy
we are here!” they cried to each other ... The poor children now had
nowhere to play. They tried to play on the road, but the road was very dusty
and full of hard stones, and they did not like it. They used to wander round
the high walls when their lessons were over, and talk about the beautiful
garden inside. “How happy we were there!” they said to each other. Then the
Spring came, and all over the country there were little blossoms and little

birds. Only in the garden of the Selfish Giant it was still winter.’

(pp.16-17)

The simple literary style here together with the description of the idyllic paradise on

earth puts this in the allegorical tradition of The Romance of the Rose (¢.1368), and
there are of course unmistakable echoes of Genesis. Most obvious to me, however, is
the echo of Andersen, with its gentle simplicity and almost palpable poignancy.
These children have been cast out of Eden, not by their own misdemeanours, but by
the selfishness of the huge Giant/adult. Unlike real children, but like the adult with

the benefit of hindsight, they first appreciate, and then regret, their lost happiness.
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2.5. The psychological exploitation of childhood

While all the above texts picture gardens which are corrupted by, or inaccessible to,
the adult, it would appear that Carroll, at least, believes that the adult can
imaginatively enter the garden again; not just by remembering childhood but by
actively rejecting adulthood; and here I think is the point at which Wordsworth’s

enlightened empathy towards childhood and the child becomes something more self-

indulgent and unhealthy.

‘... she knelt down and looked along the passage into the loveliest garden
you ever saw. How she longed to get out of that dark hall, and wander about

among those beds of bright flowers and those cool fountains, but she could
not even get her head through the doorway; “and even if my head would go

through,” thought poor Alice, “it would be of very little use without my
shoulders. Oh, how I wish I could shut up like a telescope! 1 think I could, if

I only knew how to begin.”’

(pp.7-8)

T.S. Eliot acknowledges his debt to this passage in the opening lines of ‘Burnt

Norton’ (Dusinberre, 1987, p.180):
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‘Footfalls echo in the memory

Down the passage we did not take

Towards the door we never opened

Into the rose-garden.’

(in Four Quartets, 1959)

Eliot’s lines reproduce the poignancy of Carroll’s; but are in one important respect

very different. While Eliot regrets the lost opportunities that he failed to take in
childhood, he is not, I suggest, regretting that childhood has given way to maturity
per se (Coveney, p.35). While he nostalgically acknowledges the importance of

childhood, he does not therefore echo Carroll’s

‘I"d give all wealth that years have piled,
The slow result of Life’s decay,

To be once more a little child

For one bright summer-day.’

‘Solitude’ (1853)

It is uncomfortably clear that Carroll desperately wants to become a child again:
Manlove remarks (p.104) that ‘Alice’s attempt to make herself small enough to enter
the happy garden [can be viewed as] ... a longed-for journey back to the womb.’

Briggs (1995) puts this longing into the literary context of the time: ‘For Carroll, by
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implication, and for later writers more explicitly, the unattainable rose garden was a
place of desire: it held out the possibility of recovering the lost self, and promised ...
spiritual wholeness and insight’ (pp.167-168). As this remark suggests, Carroll’s
ideal of integration was not far removed from that of Freud: but this desire appears to
have become distinctly unstable within fifty years of the publication of the Alice
books. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Wordsworthian concept of the

significance of childhood throughout life had become debased into the unwholesome

‘cult of the child’ (Coveney, 1957, pp.33 and 69).

I believe it is true to say that some of the most successful writers for children - both

in their lifetimes and later as the authors of ‘classics’, as Wullschlidger has

demonstrated — have had difficulty in accepting the realities of adult life. Some
writers, as is well documented, expressed in their writing their obsessive longing for
the state of childhood and (as above demonstrated) their commensurate distaste for

adulthood. They became the authors of stories that express a longing to escape

somehow back into their own childhood, or at least into an idealised childhood. On
occasion, gardens or quasi-gardens in children’s literature represent for their authors

a strong urge to escape from maturity, an urge which in some cases affected their

daily lives. Part of the appeal of Barrie’s Peter Pan (1911), for instance, must be the
setting: the Neverland 1s a magical island crammed with every kind of exciting
character any child could desire, down to the mermaids in the lagoon. Barrie says

himself that the Neverland in the story is composed of the elements of the children’s
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fantasies; and while I suspect he perceives very accurately the thoughts of children -

especially boys - his thoughts about childhood manage to sentimentalise the ‘Ode’:

‘Doctors sometimes draw maps of other parts of you ... but catch them trying
to draw a map of a child’s mind, which is not only confused, but keeps going
round all the time. There are zigzag lines on it ... and these are probably
roads in the island; for the Neverland is always more or less an island ...
John's, for instance, had a lagoon with flamingoes (sic) flying over it at which
John was shooting, while Michael, who was very small, had a flamingo with
lagoons flying over it ... On these magic shores children at play are for ever
beaching their coracles. We too have been there; we can still hear the sound

of the surf, though we shall land no more.’

(Peter Pan, pp.19-20)

It is rather like a contemporary theme park. There is no possibility of boredom, since
adventure follows adventure, and it represents the fulfilment of a child’s dreams of
omnipotence on a grand scale (the fact that, in the play, Mr. Darling and Captain

Hook are traditionally played by the same actor is rather revealing in a Freudian

sense, as well as biographically: Wullschldger (p.129) indicates that both characters
are based on Arthur Llewelyn Davies, whose wife and sons Barrie adored; and the

possible Oedipal significance of identifying the father and the villain is obvious).
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While this ensures the story’s popularity, it may be explained by Barrie’s own

desperation to escape from adulthood, with which he could not cope.

Wullschldger draws attention to another adult-serving aspect of the myth of
childhood innocence which 1s very far from recognising the child’s real and
individual nature, pointing out that Wordsworth’s mystical view of the child,
transformed and sentimentalised by Victorian morality, became combined with the
emerging interest in childhood as a discrete stage to produce ‘a powerful fantasy
regarding children which adults worked out in response to their own hopes, fears and
doubts about themselves’ (p.13) — and which had little or nothing to do with real
children. Rose asserts that the Romantic view of the child is in fact the exploitation

(or ‘colonisation’) of the child:

‘... what we have been given ... 1s a glorification of the child. This suggests
not only a refusal to acknowledge difficulties and contradictions in relation to
childhood: it implies that we use the image of the child to deny those same

difficulties in relation to ourselves’

(1984, p.8)

Dusinberre suggests that the child as symbol, and therefore real children themselves,
were exploited by this cult of childhood: ¢ “Children became the ideal symbol of their

elders’ glutinous yearning for purity” * (quoting from Peter Green: Kenneth Grahame,
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1859-1932, London: 1959). Similarly, Ang (p.38), while appreciating the effect of
Romanticism in substituting a ‘more positive view of childhood’ for the Puritan
notion of the ‘young limb of Satan’, also recognises that the Romantic image of
childhood ‘held within it the seeds of a decadent sentimentality that was ultimately to
weaken the child as symbol’ - and not just as symbol. As Ang continues (p.38), ‘the
primary qualities that defined the Romantic child - innocence and goodness — were

qualities which unfortunately rendered the child passive and unable to fight back

effectively.” The cause of ‘real’ children’s rights was hampered by this attitude

(Reynolds, p.13, Coveney, p.33 and p.291).

Adult writers in the Victorian era, I suggest, exploited the sentimentality about

children that was then current, even desirable, for their own psychological ends.
Before Freud began to encourage exploration of the psyche and the unconscious,
before many people were probably aware of an unconscious, certain desires and fears

could most safely be expressed through the medium of literature written — ostensibly
- for children. Briggs also shows how this fantasy of childhood served adults’ needs,
explaining that, by the middle of the nineteenth century, marriage had begun to take

on the 1dealised role of ‘source of spiritual sustenance’, formerly provided by religion

(also Coveney, p.301-302). As a result, the role of marriage as a context for sexual

activity became increasingly a source of discomfort and anxiety to the Victorians:
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‘The figure of the child ... possessed the energizing animal spirits and
impulsiveness associated with sexuality, while not yet being driven by it. In
this respect, the child occupied an Eden before the fall that was puberty. The
proper place for the child was in the lost playground - an Arcadia not yet
touched by mortality, a past not yet burdened by the guilts of adult sexuality,

Alice’s rose garden that all might find and enter, if only via the little door of

the imagination.’

(Briggs, 1995, p.167)

Reynolds (1994) advises us that ‘one of the questions it is important to ask when
reading fantasies written by adults for children 1s, “What 1s this saying about

sexuality?” ’ (p.24), she continues:

‘... it might be surprising to discover that a great deal of the most widely read

and popular children’s literature can be read as exploring the erotic fantasies

and sexual discontents of its authors. In fact ... it seems to be precisely

because childhood is presumed to be so innocent that so many writers have

felt it safe to let their private fantasies find expression in wnting for children.’

(p-24)

Reynolds (p.24) likens Victorian children’s fantasy to a ‘safe-house’, while

Wullschldger (p.27) refers to ‘an unbuttoning of the psyche for men who felt
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oppressed by Victorian propriety and restraint’. Both metaphors, interestingly, seem

to me to have something of the furtive about them, as if it were impossible in

Victorian times to achieve sexual freedom and openness.

It is likely that Carroll, at least, sublimated his sexual urges in his idealisation of little
girls, quite unconsciously (Carpenter, 1985, Elwyn Jones & Gladstone, 1998). He
would have been able to achieve this because the notion of child sexuality had not yet
become acceptable — and I suspect that it is still unacceptable to many - although
some adults obviously responded sexually to young children. According to
Nodelman (1996a, p.82), Rose ‘believes that the actual nature of childhood -

particularly childhood sexuality — frightens adults.” If childhood is being ‘used’ as a

construct behind which to hide from that which frightens us, and if sex 1s something
that frightens us, then we must, logically, deny child sexuality (Nodelman, p.82).
Reynolds claims that the Victorians needed ‘a myth of childhood which is

unthreatening and undisturbing’ (p.23) - her tense suggests that this myth is still

current. However, Nodelman reminds us that the price of this is a dehumanisation of

the child: he paraphrases Kincaid as saying that

‘... we see being childlike as “a kind of purity, an absence and an incapacity,
an impossibility to do ... Unencumbered by any necessary traits, the

emptiness called a child can be constructed any way we like” [quoted from

Kincaid, J. (1992) Child-Loving: the Erotic Child and Victorian Culture
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London: Routledge]. We then present the images we have constructed to

children in their literature, 1n order to persuade them that their lives actually

are as we imagine them to be.’

(p.82)

In this context it is possibly significant that Carroll and Barrie and their imitators
were close to a generation apart. Perhaps the longing for childhood innocence that
began to be fashionable in Carroll’s time contrasted with real children’s awareness of
their true selves to produce a level of guilt or discomfort at the inconsistency, thus

propelling them into even more sentimentality about childhood when they themselves

became parents.

2.6. The effect on society

In An Easter Greeting (published together with Alice's Adventures in Wonderland),
Carroll, with all his contempt for Victorian piety and sanctimoniousness, suggests

that young children are closer to God than their elders:

‘Do you think ... he does not also love to ... hear the merry voices of the
children, as they roll among the hay? Surely their innocent laughter is as

sweet 1 His ears as the grandest anthem that ever rolled up from the “dim

religious light” of some solemn cathedral?’
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The tone of this extract — cited by Coveney (p.244) as a ‘typical ‘fantasy of
childhood’ — seems mawkish to contemporary ears; yet I for one am so steeped in the
notion of childhood’s essential innocence (despite my experiences of childhood and

of children) that remarks such as this by Rose (1984, p.50) are startling:

‘The opposition between the child and the adult ... between oral and written
culture, between innocence and decay ... are structural oppositions in the
strictest sense, in that each term only has meaning in relation to the one to
which it is opposed. They do not reflect an essential truth about the child

(although the way in which childhood attracts the idea of “essential truth”

makes this very difficult to grasp): instead they produce a certain conception

of childhood, which simply carries the weight of one half of the

contradictions, which we experience in relation to ourselves.’

In other words, there is no logical or pragmatic justification for the idea that
childhood is a discrete and in some way superior entity; the whole concept is a good

example of what Watkins (1999) means when he talks about ‘myths’ which are first

created and then made to appear ‘natural’ by an interested (usually dominant) party.
I have already referred to possible reasons for the emergence of this ‘myth’ at this
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