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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines eight “Golden Age” childreflaistasy narratives and uncovers
their engagement with the “impossibility” of wriirthe child.

Only recently has children’s literature criticisecognised that the child in the text
and the implied child reader cannot stand in fer‘tleal” child reader. This is an
issue which other literary criticism has been ang#o acknowledge, but which
children’s literature critics have neglected. | @dased my reading on critics such as
Karin Lesnik-Oberstein, Jacqueline Rose and Peodgelinan, all of whom are
concerned to expose the term “child” as an aduttial construction, one which
becomes problematic when it is made to stand inefalrchildren.

| read the child in the text as an entity whichteams and is tainted by the trace of the
adult who writes it; it is therefore impossible fopure, innocent child to exist in
language, the province of the adult. Using Dergdanception of the trace and his
famous statement that “there is nothing outsidinetext,” | demonstrate that the
idea of the innocent child, which was central taiseau’€mile andthe Romantic
Child which is supposed to have been authored bydgvweorth and inherited
wholesale by his Victorian audience, is possibll as a theory beyond language.

The Victorian texts | read, which include Lewis (@dis Alice texts, George
MacDonald’sAt the Back of the North Wirathd thePrincesstexts, Kingsley’'sThe
Water Babiesind Mrs. Molesworth’3he Cuckoo ClockndThe Tapestry Roorall
explore different ways in which the child might fieccessfully articulated: in
language, in death, and through the return jourmeeyfantasy. While all the texts
attempt to reach the child, all ultimately foregnduhe failure of this enterprise.
When a language is created which is child-authatédils as communication and
meaning breaks down; when the adult ceases to thetearrative, the child within it
ceases to exist.



Introduction



We know nothing of childhood: and with our mistakestions the further we
advance the further we go astray.

- Rousse&imile

There is no child behind the category ‘children¢sién’, other than the one which
the category itself sets in place, the one whicteéds to believe is there for its own
purposes.

- Jacqueline Ros&he Case of Peter Pan

Rousseau and Rose, two authors separated by twariesn highlight the central
problem of trying to say anything about childreliferature: the inability of the adult
to know or speak for the child. Criticism may haway recently identified that this
is a contestable issue, but texts written for c¢bitchave always engaged with this
problem. Thacker and Webb formulate this tensiothasidealised relationship
between adult author and child reader, formed btli@Romantic aesthetic, which
serves as a model for subsequent writing for chidn English. All children’s
literature, since its inception, engages in somg wigh this relationship, whether as
a celebration of it, or in terms of its impossityili(Thacker & Webb 13). It is this
idealised address which raises the issues whicbemteal to children’s literature:
who is the “child” who is addressed? How can axy éssume knowledge of what

constitutes either the child within the text, oe ffresumed child reader?

Rousseau, of course, usénhileto argue that the child could, in fact, be knowis H

“natural child” proposed that children were ideadatures which were without



reason or other signifiers of adulthood, and thist $tate was something which
should be preserved and cherished for as longssipe. He argued against Locke’s
program of education through reason, believing tthharam children with rote-
learned knowledge and expect them to function niigrda little adults would create
“infant prodigies” but not fully realized adults) Rousseau famously stated that
“Reading is the curse of childhood”: Emile, age@lwe, “will hardly know what a
book is” (81).For Rousseau, reading was not suitable for a chitdhd since the
written word is a representation of the spoken ward therefore degraded. “As a
general rule,” Rousseau stated, “never substihgesymbol for the thing signified”
(133). The child should be occupied, accordinBooisseau, only with what was
original, natural, pre-writing and pre-adult, sinceas these qualities which made

up the child itself.

Derrida engaged witEmilein order to demonstrate that nothing precedesmgiiti
that any concept we have of something prior toimgits an illusion since it is only
through writing that we understand that which weuldqorivilege as prior:
...there never has been anything but writing; timeneer have been
anything but supplements, substitutive signifimagi which could
only come forth in a chain of differential refecess, the “real”
supervening, and being added only while takingn@aning from
a trace and from an invocation of the supplemetat,And thus
to infinity, for we have readn the textthat the absolute present,
Nature, that which words like ‘real mother’ narhaye always
already escaped, have never existed; that whaisapeaning and

language is writing as the disappearance of ngpoeaence@f



Grammatolog$59).
Derrida’s deconstruction of Rousseau’s use of Hupplement” exposes the flaw in
his construction of Nature as something prior ta] better than, culture and reason.
| have drawn Derrida into my discussion since hedl-known critique of Rousseau
has serious implications for the Romantic modedlofdhood, and indeed for my
reading as a whole. Rousseau aligns the child Metfure, as something prior to
adulthood and reason, and crucially as somethiiggnaily innocent and good.
“According to Rousseau,” Derrida writes, “the negat of evil will always have
the form of supplementarity. Evil is exterior totue, to what is by nature good and
innocent” Of Grammatology.45). In exposing this lack of priority, of a poof
origin that precedes writing, by extension Dermtims that nothing precedes
culture, reason and adulthood, at least in any mgan way to which we, as adults,
have access. The argument that there is no “chadre the adult, that there is no
point of origin to which we may return in orderdeek this pre-experienced figure,

will be crucial to my reading of eight ‘Golden Agexts.

According to what might be called the “primer feasure” school of children’s
literature criticism, the “Golden Age” was a periodhe second half of the
nineteenth century, in Victorian England, whengbote Mary Jackson, there
“magically burst forth into view” a new wave of thien’s literature which differed
markedly from previous children’s fiction in itsausf fantasy, the surreal, the
magical and the subversive (253Jhis is a reading of Victorian children’s litenae

which has wide currency. The “classic” texts of #ye, Lewis Carroll'&\lice books,

! Mary Thwaite’s 1963 text from which this schodlleought takes its nam&iom primer to
pleasure in reading: an introduction to the histafychildren's books in England: from the invention
of printing to 1900, Geoffrey Summerfield'Fantasy and Reasand David Sandner§he

Fantastic Sublimare examples of this branch of criticism.



George MacDonald’s fantasiefhe Water Babieand Edward Lear’'s nonsense
rhymes, among others, are situated as responditg tRomantics, and as opposed
to the prescriptive, educative literature whichgaied Romanticism and which was

informed by the rational Enlightenment thinkinglLaicke in particular.

These texts are held up as “entertaining and selwefrand as constituted of
“narrative strategies that invite a dialogic ‘shgt of the storytelling process
between author and reader, rather than a congpbinthoritative and colonizing
relationship” (Thacker & Webb 41, 44). Above dlis claimed, they respond to the
Romantic, Rousseauean child and posit an “impkedler who embodies the
potential of the Romantic child” with its assocthgualities of innocence, purity,
joy and innate one-ness with the world (Thacker &3ly 43). The Romantic child is
understood as a redeeming figure who effected aerfrom the adult as teacher to
adult as pupil, from “stern moralizing to the uraiidined child to patient listening
to the wise instruction of the simple and imagwveathild” (Sandner 8). Sandner
claims further that

in the moral tale, the adults had instructed thkldn in ethics and

right behaviour; in nineteenth-century childrerastasy, now the

corrupted adults must follow the children to heavemmly childhood,

through the purity of innocence and the forcenzdigination, could

redeem fallen humanity (11).

What | intend to offer is an alternate responsth¢éoGolden Age texts, one which
derives from a reading of the Romantic Child aadically different figure to the

child who came “trailing clouds of glory” (Wordswhr‘Immortality Ode” 64). In



Romantic texts such as Wordsworth’s “We are SevBlake’'sSongs of Innocence
and Experiencand Hartley Coleridge’s addresses to childreny thehors
acknowledge the difficulty, if not the impossibylitof knowing the child and
consequently making any claims for its innocenodeéd, as Blake'Songs of
Experiencearticulates, the only thing which can be knownulibe child is its
social and economic status. His experienced cim|dsates Judith Plotz, “live
vulnerably and angrily in history” and, as | shelfjue, their self-awareness makes
them much less horrific figures than their innocégmorant counterparts (160)
Innocence, for Blake, is not something that maptesumed for the child, and is
certainly not necessarily a desirable childhoodattaristic. Wordsworth is
famously held to have proposed the innocent, seitatned Romantic child, but as
others have argued, there is a question as to hash that child is drawn out of
Wordsworth by a nostalgic Victorian readership, antlirn how much the
“Victorian Wordsworth” is posited by twentieth ceny critics. As | shall argue, this
construction comes under threat from within his qeetry when he considers how
that self-contained child is in fact a thing aleemd unknowable to adults, and also
from the designated living embodiment of the Roneacttild, Hartley Coleridge,
whose poetry exposes both the paucity of the idéata inability to refer to any real

child.

My aim is to revisit eight Golden Age texts: Charléngsley’'sThe Water Babies
(1863) Lewis Carroll'sAlice’s Adventures in Wonderlarf@i865)andThrough the
Looking-glasg1871), George MacDonaldAt The Back of the North Wir{di870),

The Princess and the Gobl{#871)andThe Princess and Curd{@882)and Mrs.

% See, for example, James Kincai@lsild-loving: the erotic child and Victorian culter



Molesworth’sThe Cuckoo Clockl877)andThe Tapestry Rood879). | have
chosen these texts because, firstly, they offairlyfrepresentative sample of
Golden Age literature. More importantly, howevéey all share a common unease
with writing about and for children, and all take the problem, engaged with to
varying degrees by Blake, Wordsworth and Hartlele@dge, of positing a unified,
knowable child. They ask questions about what tii&d” is, and if it exists outside
the text, or whether, as Tweedledum tells Alice,ittea of the child is merely an
adult dream which will “go out — bang! — just likecandle!” when the narrative ends

(Wonderlandl25).

Derrida’s assertion of the impossibility of “preseti when applied to the field of
children’s literature criticism, reveals (particdiawith regard to the reading of late
nineteenth century texts) the kind of “claims teg@nce,” as Neil Cocks terms them,
that the critic is in danger of making: “Child’ dnnineteenth century’ as pure
concepts, ‘Child’s point of view’ and ‘nineteentbfttury attitudes’ as native visions
accessible to all"Writing, Death and Absene®). The move away from what
Cocks views as an implicit adherence to the “carestiChild’...as an anterior
framework, an unquestioned structure” is sometihgeh children’s literature
criticism has only recently attempted, yet in tbets$ to be read, it is possible to

discern precisely these constructs being questi¢héd

Thacker argues that in Victorian children’s fantasy

the worlds of dream, fantasy and nonsense appeaibieert the rational



world in much Victorian children’s fiction...a shareecognition of the

possibilities for redemption through a childlikenriinised, and ‘natural’

apprehension of the world provide a challenge ¢oftinces of money,

power, science and urban existeniogréducing Children’s Literature8).
This thesis will argue against her claim that “eestich as Kingsley'§he Water
Babiesor Carroll's ‘Alice’ books...offer narrative relatships between author and
reader that are at once subversive and poigna8j}’ (¥hile these texts may attempt
to free the child in the book, that figure remadiedined and controlled by adult
characters who pop up, like Humpty Dumptylimough the Looking-glass
places of the most surreal fantasy to act out scehadult dominance. These
narratives ultimately render the interpellatedaindader as powerless and controlled
as the implied reader of the Tractarian childréitésature which dominated the
market prior to the latter half of the nineteenginttiry. While, as Sarah Thornton
believes, the Victorian age may have considerealtiid as a Rousseauean innocent
in a fallen world, “a pure point of origin” and “gaof a fantasy that the child and the
world are knowable in a direct and unmediated wH children’s literature it
produced struggled to articulate such a child (1B@)ratives such aghe Cuckoo
Clockand theAlice texts may have aimed at producing a child in tlkewdno was
both innocent and free to move within a fantastirsgtbut their narratives exposed,
in Molesworth’s case through the “return journeldtmlevice and in Carroll’s
through the adult characters’ control over langugggdf, the impossibility of ever
escaping the power relationship between adult &nd,and, in turn, of creating the

wholly innocent and originary child.



Carroll and MacDonald, in making a concerted effonvrite a “free” child and to
imagine a space for the child that was truly anargbt never threatening,
discovered that the child is at once forever lichiéed forever tainted by writing. |
will not argue that Victorian children’s fantasyddiot attempt the subversive, the
fantastical or the true freedom of the child. Hoarthese goals were undermined
by both the nature of writing and language, whichcMonald in particular strove to
overcome, and by the power structures from whickvnter for children can ever
escape. | argue that MacDonald and Kingsley, engtting to write the child after
death, find that writing death results in much shene moves as writing the child:
either language breaks down and meaning is losteath becomes tainted with life

and fails as a “pure” representation.

Similarly, the possibility of writing an innocentiéd becomes impossible since it
will always remain a product of the experiencedliagho wrote it, and it is very
much this paradox which | see these authors aplngpwith. The fundamental
issue which confronted these texts, | argue, wassgue which still problematises
children’s fiction and its criticism today: the dbet between the theoretical
impossibility of writing the ‘child’ and the unawiable fact that the child continues
to be written. It is to this problem as it relatesontemporary criticism of children’s

fiction that | now turn.



Chapter One

Who is reading? Children’s literature criticism and
the implied reader

10
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It can of course be shown that the problem of alagnto know the child and the
child reader is a problem for all literary criticigsas we can never satisfactorily
reveal either the intended reader or the pluralitgctual readers, just as we can
never convincingly do more that posit an impliethan. However, this is a
complication which other criticism has been at pamacknowledge, while as
Jacqueline Rose, Karin Lesnik-Oberstein, and otimgve noted, children’s literature
criticism has been slow to accept that a unifiedience of ‘real’ children is as

problematic a concept as a unified audience oftexiy’

Chris Jenks and, more recently, Thacker & Webbgssigthat “While all literature

is based on a power relationship... children’s liier@is based on a relationship that
Is less equal than that between adult reader amt @athor” (Thacker & Webb 3).
The idea of the ‘child’ carries with it a structwkpower and dependency
relationships in which the adult, the one not aelgponsible for writing the child’s
book, but also criticizing it, buying it, mediatitige child’s access to it, and,
crucially, interpreting the child’s response tastalways dominant. The child is a
silent and powerless half of a dichotomy in whilk &dult can understand “adult”
through first positing “child” while the child ham such ability (Jenks 3). Adults, as
regulators of the child’s reading and of the idéthe “child” itself, are invested

with an “urgency of belief, asserted as knowledgagch is intricately involved with
the need within Western society to capture, defioetrol, release and protect the
‘child™ (Lesnik-Oberstein Children’s Literature8). However, recent writing on the
subject of childhoods and children’s literatureoguizes that this one-sided power

relationship obscures the fact that there is auucible gap between “child” or

% This has been argued in Karin Lesnik-Oberstedfiddren’s Literature: New Approachesd
Children in Culture: Approaches to Childhoddeil Cocks’ article “Writing, Death and Absence in
Timby H. O. Sturgis,” and Perry NodelmarThe Hidden Adult: Defining Children’s Literature
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“childhood” as concept and real children and clololts. James, Jenks and Prout put
the question this way: “is it ever possible (oridese) to speak meaningfully about

‘childhood’ as a unitary concept?” (125).

To formulate it another way, the binary relatiomsbetween the signs of “adult” and
“child” is loaded with such an unequal distributiohpower that unlike other unitary
concepts, the child “has not escaped or deconsttuato the post-structuralist space
of multiple and self-presentational identity sgt¥nks 3). Thus until relatively
recently, the critic of children’s literature waagdpy to speak of the “child” reader,
their response to a certain text or to certain #eeand devices, with a didactic
certainty which | would argue is impossible. Nic®I[Tucker, for example, is
comfortable with statements such as (regardingiteresque novel) “Obviously,
this story pattern has enormous attractions fddadm, as they too have to make this
particular journey” (23). For Tucker this is notlya fact, it isobviouslyone, and

one which is implied to be a fact as regards altiotn.

Jill May, writing on the need to understand chitdsditerature through critical
theory, loads her text with assertions such as fkany contemporary
schoolchildren, pleasure comes on a screen. Tlesy ndading as part of school
work” and “The preschool child best identifies wittharacter about his own age”
and, extending the claims to students of childrétésature, “those students who
hope to teach take the course because it is refjdil@se who are not in education
hope to take an enjoyable but easy literature clasge group hopes to learn
relevant modes of teaching that most often medt suitcess, while the other wants

time ‘to read like a child” (MayChildren'’s Literatured, 6, 40). Both of these
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authors are making unsubstantiated claims to krmtvonly how a child reads, but

what that idea of “child” constitutes.

May’s assertion about why university students tethkiedren’s literature courses is
particularly interesting because it highlights psety the power structures at work in
these claims. As a children’s literature studento vghneither a potential teacher,
someone hoping for an “easy literature class” neostalgic trip down memory

lane, | identify a flaw: | do not recognise myselthat construction, and |
consequently critique May for formulating a reduetand unproven argument, an
avenue not available to any child who may similé&dymisrepresented. May’s
eagerness to pin down what it is that a child & w&ants leads her to cross a line into
assuming what it is that certain adults (childrditésature students) want, and only
once across that line are those adults able toupkeer argument. Her claims for the
child may be equally reductive, but to counter thal are wrong, that they propose
an incorrect idea of children, would be to agaipase an alternative meaning on the
child. Instead, the critic can only highlight tlzatlaim to know what the child is has

been made, and that this is something to be wary of

And yet this is a trap which continues to catchreth®se critics who actively
acknowledge the dangers of claiming to know thé&ciRoderick McGillis, an
authority on the works of George MacDonald andw@th@ whose goal has been to
recuperate children’s fiction for the kinds of “diclliterary criticism from which it
has arguably been excluded in the past, warnslthaguage does not simply state
truths; it creates them. We forget this when wthbly assume that we know what is

best for children, that we know what literatureytisaould and should not readri{e
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Nimble Readet9). Yet in an examination of MacDonald’s “The GiarHeart” he
states that “Most children will appreciate a storyhich a child...defeats an adult
authority figure” and speaks of the child readepwiielight[s] in subversive
violence” For the Childlikel2-13). The idea of the implied child reader on g0
behalf a text makes claims is a problematic ondaast, it seems, because it is so

difficult to banish entirely.

Criticism which treats the child as a transparkntwable entity, argue critics such
as Lesnik-Oberstein and McGillis, is bound up praject, acknowledged or not, to
define and identify the “good book”; to judge whildlerature is appropriate for the
child and which is not. Knowing the child is ars@stial prerequisite to knowing
what s/he wants to, and should, read. Maria Njkaks introducingAspects and
Issues in the History of Children’s Literatymotes that this is an issue within
children’s literature from which the critic can mewescape:

Children’s literature emerged on a larger scalabse at some

time in the seventeenth century society begardognize that

childhood was a special period in people’s lived trat children

had their own special needs...The view of childhood the

educational aspects of reading have been crugigéihéo evolution

of children’s literature. It has gone hand in hanth pedagogical

views; literature as a means, and a very powerfa| &or

educating children. Therefore, children’s literattias been studied

with this view in mind — that is, the suitability lbooks for children’s

reading (ix).
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Nikolajeva does raise an issue with the pedagogigptoach, pointing out that it
leads to histories of children’s literature whiake éhighly manipulated
recommendation lists” and which merely reflect $hbjective judgments of the
adult author or editor, although she maintains ithatnot possible to entirely
discard this approach in favour of discussing ¢bilés literature solely as literature,
because “we can never ignore the simple fact tlost imooks for children were

produced solely for educational purposes” (ix,x).

It is worth unpacking this position, as it encapses some of the most pressing
problems facing the criticism of children’s liteweg. Firstly, it would appear that
there is a claim here to know authorial intentioran absolute way. It is a “simple
fact” that most children’s literature has an ediveapurpose, declared or not. This
statement recalls Nicholas Tucker’s “obviously’salissed above. The language
indicates that these are facts which are not oogiete but self-evident, and
whether or not the reader agrees with these statsnteey are problematic in their
refusal to account for themselves. These “factg™téxt claims, are so absolute that
no evidence need be offered. Having posited subigcand difference in the
children’s literature critic, the text does notend the same possibility to the

children’s literature author.

So while Nikolajeva identifies that there mightdelurality of subjective views on
what constitutes an appropriate book, she doeglantify a similar potential
plurality of authorial intentions. She recognizieattthe critic who does the deciding
exercises not only their power as adult, but thewer as a professional or authority

on the subject to ignore or even condemn booksideres! “unsuitable,” but she
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stops short of asking the more crucial questioitable for what child? Nikolajeva
uses the terms “childhood” and “children” as cotei@ncepts understandable
through their opposition to the term adult. Thus ¢kaim that “children had their
own special needs” exposes the power imbalancigat @hildren’s needs are
understood as distinct from adult needs, but bedoon@ogenized through their

difference.

This approach not only relies on the implicit uredending that there is a “real” and
homogenous child reader out there who can someépresent all the ways in
which the text might be received, but that the f&his something directly knowable
and recoverable, available unmediated as it wetleet@dult author or critic, who
“vanquishes the necessity for self-reflection omplart of the children’s literature
critic concerning the construction of meaning amerpretive readings of texts and
the world” (Lesnik-ObersteirChildren’s Literaturel3). The dangers of this
assumption to know the child are perhaps bestidtesd by an extreme example
which demonstrates how short the step is betweabsolute claim to knowledge
and a moral judgment: “Only a monster would not ttargive a child books she
will delight in, which will teach her to be goodhglis 4). A parent who fails to
judge which books will be entertaining yet alscctethe child to be “good,” and
who fails to provide the child with those booksaisonstrous one, a failure of a

parent.

This thesis is concerned particularly with the @Hih the book,” the fictional entity
which the adult author creates within a narratare which cannot ever be
successfully articulated as a “real” child, notslieldecause who or what that “real,”

textually unbound child might be is arguably unkaie. The adult who imagines
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the fictional child can do so only through the Uiatde archives of memory, or
through other, equally fictitious and adult-autltbrepresentations of the child. | am
concerned with this idea of a child which the tattémpts to reach and describe.
This is a gesture which ultimately fails, and ithe failed “move towards” the child

that | see the chosen Golden Age texts as selfecmursly working out.

The criticism | have engaged with above, and whitics such as Rose, Lesnik-
Oberstein and Nodelman have already engaged witlnified through claims to
know who this child reader is, and, by extensiohatthat child wants to read and
what they should read. These claims point to asd ptopagate the dichotomies of
adult and child, powerful and powerless. The chalader, however, is trapped
within the text as firmly as the child charactems: aeither can be shown to exist
outside of it. While we can speak of an impliedaiheader, the power of adult over
child is in danger of abuse when criticism attemptspeak about and for real child
readers. Critics such as Tucker and Inglis assufrea#l child reader where only a
textual creation should exist. The primary textsalh will focus on all construct a
particularly strong awareness of this fictionall@hwho is posited as existing
outside the narrative, reading it. It is worth ddesing what sort of readers these

texts create, and the extent to which they aredchand “pinned down” by the text.

The sense that a narrative is deliberately anattbeddy creating its readership is
common to nineteenth century novels, and the daddtess to this implied reader is
a frequent feature, from Austen’s and Thackeragtsisal asides tJane Eyrés
“Reader, | married him” and tdiddlemarchs continuous addresses to a reader who

colludes with the narrator to direct the focusha harrative as it sweeps over the
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diverse social world of Middlemarch (552). In Elohovel, implied reader and
narrator assume a collaborative role in constrgdtie text, one explicated by the
narrator in the famous “pier-glass” metaphor:
Your pier-glass or extensive surface of polisheglsnade to be rubbed
by a housemaid, will be minutely and multitudiniyuscratched in all
directions, but place now against it a lighteddtaras a centre of
illumination, and lo! the scratches will seem toaage themselves in a
fine series of concentric circles around thaleligun. It is demonstrable
that the scratches are going everywhere impattidlis only your
candle which produces the flattering illusion afancentric arrangement,
its light falling with an exclusive optical selext (264).
The metaphor is used to illuminate Miss Vincy'snpiretation of Lydgate’s
attentions, but it also works to include the imglreader in this egotism and to
demonstrate both the impossibility of an impanialw, and the role of the reader in

constructing meaning.

Going through my chosen texts in turn, we can Beenarrators doing a very similar
sort of work in constructing the child who is reaglthe text. “Fancgurtseyingas
you're falling through the air! Do you think youwd manage it?Alice in
Wonderlands narrator asks the implied child reader, andrleigplains the caucus-
race “as you might like to try the thing yoursedh®e winter day” (14, 25). The
narrator ofThe Cuckoo Clocksks the implied child reader “Shall we go insile t
see more?” and suggests that, since she has femgh# name of the arithmetic
master, “Suppose we call him Mister Kneebreechehile the narrator oAt the

Back of the North Winftequently breaks off to address the implied chddder
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with explanations and instructions for understagd®y 15). “You must not think it
cowardly of Diamond to turn his back to the winbd¢ abjures, and when Diamond
starts crying at having lost North Wind the narratderjects “of course you, little
man, wouldn’t have done that!” (23). The openingteace ofNorth Wind,in fact,
creates a self-aware narrator and creates thetorgranplied audience: “I| have
been asked to tell you about the back of the Néfithd” (11). This narrative
awareness is repeated in frencessexts: “I will try to tell you what they are,” the

narrator observes of the mountains Curdie andaltief mine (467).

The Water Babiesonstructs a far more rigidly defined child reattemn that
suggested by the Alice texts bine Cuckoo ClocKNot only is this reader addressed
consistently as “my dear child,” “my dear little ma“my dear little boy,” and so
on, but the narrator engages the child readertechastic dialogue in which the
child’s lines are written for him (48, 56, 8). “Batwater baby is contrary to nature”
this implied child says; to which the narrator repi “Well, but, my dear little man,
you must learn to talk about such things, whengmmuv older, in a very different
way from that” (48). This forms part of an eightgeaconversation between the
narrator and the implied reader, in which the chalader is finally instructed:
“meanwhile, my dear little man, til you know a grel@al more about nature than
Professor Own and Professor Huxley put togethar't dell me about what cannot

be, or fancy that anything is too wonderful to heet (53).

The adult narrator who addresses the implied ckédler ofThe Water Babiewill
be particularly important to the reading of thatt téut the child reader, how it is

addressed and who it is constructed as, is a ¢qmiat of similarity in all eight
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texts. The nineteenth century novel often usesthess to the implied reader and
the voice of a narrator; these devices producenamemess of the narrative’s
artificial nature, its status as representatiomedium, and create collusion between
narrator and implied reader. The children’s textsllldiscuss also function in this
way, but the one major difference is that wherentneel creates a reader who is an
equal of the narrator, at least in the sense thid &re adults, the children’s book
creates a narrator who is adult and an impliedeeatho is emphatically a child.
Thus the Victorian children’s book foregrounds glosver relationship between the

adult and the child.

What theAlice texts, The Water Babieshe Princesstexts, The Cuckoo Cloc&nd
The Tapestry Rooall share is what Sanjay Sircar calls the “‘aunfty’ avuncular)
voice” (1). He describes this voice as one thatdlggsh[es] a special relationship to
the audience” and “employs a broad array of rhesbsgtrategies to ensure the
readers’ or listeners’ sense of relaxation, eqyadibd creative — even conspiratorial
—involvement” (1). | would contend that the “ayfitvoice does indeed seek to
achieve all these things, with the one exceptioequiality. The very term “auntly,”
although Sircar’s, still supposes a relationshipadlt authority. The adult will
always have power over the child, and in thesestiéxs$ strikingly clear that while
the narrative voices may exhort the child read&r arrange of potentially
subversive positions and activities which a paneigiht not approve of (curtseying
in free-fall, for example), they are voices of nustion. They interpellate the reader
as a child, and control him or her accordinglige Water Babiesdear little man”

andNorth Winds “of course...you wouldn’t have done that” are cleaamples of



21

adult power being exercised, but even Mrs Moleswsninore subtle suggestions

(“shall we go inside?”) assume consent and implglaedient child reader.

Narrative voice is defined by Sircar as that whidgscribes our sense of a textual
speaker who has verbal specificity and yet doesogtire the full-bodied presence
of a narrative persona...Narrative voice is createthb selection of words, syntax,
register, tone, and attitude toward the story &edaudience” (3). The texts with
which this thesis engages all share a strong sens@rative voice, and an equally
strong sense of the implied child reader to whoat Woice speaks directly. In doing
so, these texts bring to the fore the relationdleippveen adult and child, which will
be central to my reading, and highlight the cortdrd nature of audience. In the
brief survey of children’s literature criticism al® it is apparent that many critics
have failed to distinguish between the implieda@hdader created by the text, and
potential, “real” child readers. We should be miess confident in our abilities to

speak about the actual children who undoubtedlyadd,have, read these texts.

The question of who the implied reader is and wérethey can be addressed is an
issue for all literary criticism; it is an espetyatritical issue for children's literary
criticism. The child’s inherent lack of agency drmaplessness is replicated in the
readers they are benignly constructed as; andauttiégk adult literary critic, the
“real” child reader cannot write back against theiplied counterpart. It is
impossible, of course, to write criticism of chiga’s literature without referring to
the implied reader, and | will do so many timeshe discussion which follows. My
purpose in setting out the issues and critical tesbsurrounding the implied child

reader is twofold. Firstly, in briefly summarizimgcent critical approaches, | wish to
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foreground the claims about children which arg@keshere. Secondly, | wish to
signal a theoretical framework which will inforrmabe informed by, my
investigation of the ways in which Victorian chiér's fantasy literature attempts to
come to terms with precisely these ideas aboutl@nodof knowledge and the

ability or inability to write the child.



Chapter Two

The Romantic Child reconsidered

23



24

Geoffrey Summerfield identifies the defining sjétween the rigidly didactic
Tractarians’ conception of childhood and that carted by the Romantic
movement as “the relationship between reason atgejuent, on the one hand, and
imagination and fancy, on the other” (175). Ungilatively recently, the history of
the Romantic Child was critically defined as theaassful overthrow of reason by
fantasy. What is now still broadly understood as“fRomantic Child” is the
spiritual, natural, inherently good and innocerihgavho was famously “Father of
the Man” (Wordsworth “My heart leaps up when | blehi@). This is an entity

which criticism has, until very recently, claimexihave arisen out of a contest
between the Romantics, particularly Wordsworth @otkeridge, and the Tractarian
or Moralist children’s authors. This contest wagsheart, this position maintains,
one between two opposing philosophers, with follexd the Romantic movement
adhering to the work of Rousseau &mdile,in particular, and the Moralist or
Tractarian school following the man of reason, Jobcke. The Romantics sought
to re-write the Moralist account of the child aBerently sinful, mortal and in need
of moral and intellectual training in reason, watlmore sympathetic account of the
child as naturally good, possessed of its own gp&uid of genius, and less in need

of catechizing than of intellectual creative fresdo

The Romantics thus privileged “feeling” over “reasdOne of the results of this
redefining of the child was the re-establishmerfaol/-tales and fantasy as forming
part of a valuable children’s literature, and tegction of religious, moralizing and
educative works produced by the Tractarians. Tiulsadomy was until fairly
recently approved by both critics of the Romantec &nd critics of children’s

literature. Geoffrey Summerfield and Peter Coventheir surveys both uphold
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fantasy at the expense of reason, and Geoffrey SQuf@hal is particularly scathing
in his rejection of the moral fables produced bytevs such as Maria Edgeworth,
Sarah Trimmer and Hesba Stretton. These criticsadsume that the innocent
Romantic child was inherited wholesale by the Mietios, who merely enlarged and
further sentimentalized this child. The Victoridmld, they argue, was informed by

her Romantic precursor.

Recent criticism by scholars of a more postmodemt,thowever, has returned to
the works of the largely female Tractarian writensl re-examined the
feeling/reason binary, seeking to overturn it. Mifteyers, Patricia Demers and
Alan Richardson all argue that the exclusively nRdgnantic writers reveal a
conservative agenda in their insistence on theralatihe authentic and the
imaginative as exemplified by fairy-tales, upholgisocial and gender roles as fixed
and eternal. Simultaneously, they uncover in tineafle Moralists’ stories radical,
progressive ideas about the child’s independeneseriially, the Moralists wished
to prepare the child for an independent ratioria] And admit the potential for social
change, while the Romantics, in their insistencéhenchild as a separate, almost

solipsistic entity, attempt to fix it in an eterrsgdace that does not allow for progress.

This new criticism challenges the readiness witlictviearlier critics, such as F.J.
Harvey Darton and Summerfield, accepted the Romsirdtipulation that we should
prioritize feeling or fantasy over reason, and ps®s that this priority conceals a
conservative, patriarchal bias, as “from a histstiperspective it becomes evident
that...fairy tales could represent a harmless, pagfglternative to radical

intellectualism rather than a threat to moral sestess” (Richardson 42). The
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authors of moral tales not only resisted this “Bulststrument of socialization”
through an insistence on the child’s need to beaed, and by extension to have
access to the tools of potential social mobilityt im writing about the very children
whom Wordsworth is supposed to have willed outadtence, London street arabs,
young prostitutes, orphans, and other childishréguof disgust and pity who were
marginalized socially and culturally in eighteeo#dntury England, they proposed
radical awareness where, as Richardson puts itd$Vanrth chose ideology-proof

idealization (48-9).

And yet Romantic literature was no more free frmuial agenda or politics than the
moral tale was void of the giants and fairies dertdive to Locke. Indeed, as Mitzi
Myers demonstrates in her examination of Maria Edygéh’s “Simple Susan,” the
fairy-tale “landscape invested with mythic resorghthe “semi-realistic, semi-
Arcadian idyll now typically associated with WillmWordsworth” was co-opted by
writers of moral tales and Romantic fantasistsea(89). Neither does the fantasy
element of the fairy-tale negate or even entirélgonre the moral or lesson which
most contained. “Especially in regard to the faale,” notes Alan Richardson, “it is

not always clear where the moral tale leaves afftae fantasy begins” (37).

The division between the two ways of thinking abloodv the child must be spoken
to by the adult author is therefore not as cleagrisiss like Summerfield implied
when they proposed the division between imaginatimh mental freedom for the
Romantic Child, and didactic realism and mentalrisgnment for the Moralist
child. However, my intention is not to explore thays in which these superficially

antagonistic movements borrow from shared cultwaaitions, but rather to
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examine the fractures discernable within the Romaai¢al of the child. | argue that
rather than existing as the solitary figure whalityfied within nature so often
identified with Wordsworth, the Romantic Child wiadfact a multiplicity of
children. The experiences and ways of living of R@nantic children, both solitary
and communal, rural and urban, were written bytaduho constructed the child
according to their own purposes, and in this aktbese disparate children are

unified.

The Romantic Child as exemplified by Wordsworthsy®f Winander, who
delighted in solitary communion with the wild lacdpes who “knew him well,”
communicated alone with the “silent owls” and diete he was full twelve years
old,” is a persistent myth (“There was a Boy” 1, 20). He is a child of
Wordsworth’s creation: the child who famously cditnailing clouds of glory,” and
the idyllic life he lived, was based upon Wordsvwtown memories of childhood
(“Immortality Ode” 64). It was a version of childbd few other Romantic writers
had personal access to. Coleridge wholeheartegiyoaged of this child yet
acknowledged that he himself was raised in theysgmtawl of London, “and saw
nought lovely but the sky and stars” (“Frost at Maght” 54). Neither was this
construction of the Romantic childhood, or evenRoenantic movement, as fixed
and pervasive as it often appears. Victorian ngstdbr what was considered a pre-
industrial, pre-urbanised Arcadia not only smootbeer the fissures and anxieties
in Romanticism as a movement, but can be argubdue partially created in
retrospect the unproblematic and emotionally seffident being which became the

designated Romantic Child.
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As Sarah Thornton argues, the Victorian crisisathfand identity brought about by
advances in science and technology necessitatesdrnwéntion of the self...which
needed a focus of emotion which the idea of thielddan be said to have gone some
way in providing”(123). James Kincaid maintains that the innoceitd cf nature is
largely a late Victorian concoction, while Linda #tin locates the particular form of
the Victorian “Romantic Child” as largely arisinghin a sentimentalized reading of
the “Immortality Ode” which ignores the stressethwi the poem (Kincaid 72-3;
Austin 86). The fracturing and uncertainty as tate child really is both within
the “Immortality Ode” and some other poems of Waraidh’s will be a starting

point for my reconsideration of the Romantic Child.

Jeanette Sky writes that “What the Romantics beigeédao the later nineteenth
century was an image of the child as innocencematad”; however she also notes
that the thinking informing this creation was comsgl with control: “The
Romantics’ idealisation of childhood was...less anohdiberation, and more a
conservative reaction to the radical ferment of1fi@0s with its unprecedented
upsurge in literacy and a hunger for ideas” (36@he Romantic movement’s desire
to idealise the child as “innocence incarnated” masivated by a conservative fear
of a radicalised, knowledgeable population, thes itkelf implies within the
Romantic movement an awareness of the child’s piateaxperience and sinfulness.
While the Romantics did not simply “bequeath” thenkantic Child to the
nineteenth century in a straightforward senset, ey be argued that the Victorian
age also extracted the Romantic Child from theedifig and often contradictory

ways in which Romanticism talked about childhood #re child, this pervasive and
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enduring idea of the Romantic Child remains onthefprimary modes in which to

talk about childhood in criticism.

The Romantic model of the child and of childrenterbture which was inherited but
also shaped and uncovered by the Victorians caedawithin it the trace of an other
child, a child who was experienced, worldly, anddieed by the same sin which
touched the adult. The conservative Romantic ageiilzh sought to contain the
innocent child implicitly refers to the possibiliof its opposite, a radical and
knowledgeable child. That possibility was articathtlirectly within the Romantic
project by the protesting voices of Blake and HgrColeridge, but Wordsworth
himself also explored the possibility that childmgare entirely separate from adults
and thus unknowable, even while his poetry alsmeeleto celebrate and articulate
the child. It should not be forgotten that the “lomality Ode,” whilst it does
contain Wordsworth’s most famous descriptions efRomantic Child as the
immortal “Seer blest!” and “best Philosopher,” inparily a poem about the loss of
vision, about how the ravages of time and expeeeander it harder and harder for
the narrator to access his child-self, and how “fffvegs which | have seen | now

can see no more” (114; 110; 9).

While the text’'s goal may still have been to corritbe adult self to the child, there
is an underlying uncertainty as to whether it isgible to achieve this. When the
poem describes the “four year’s Darling” who credsome little plan or chart, /
Some fragment from his dream of human life,” weagain confronted with this
problem: the adult cannot see into the inner lffthe child (86, 90-1). What that

fragment might be, though no doubt clear to théd¢cinemains wholly unintelligible
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to the adult who tries to interpret it. It may be/thing from a “wedding or a

festival” to a “mourning or a funeral” (93-4).

In “We Are Seven” the narrator is confronted witle topacity of the child not as
something frustrated by memory, but as the inelaetédolure of communication
between adult and child. The “little cottage gsimply does not understand the
world in the same terms as the narrator (5). Inview, her two siblings’ “graves are
green, they may be seen” and thus they count asilthlargs and she is justified in
maintaining “we are seven” despite the persistdath@ts of the narrator to
catechize her into giving the correct answer thatis one of five (37, 64).
Eventually, in a fit of exasperation, the narratbouts at her “But they are dead;
those two are dead!” but “Twas throwing words away still / The little Maid
would have her will, / And said, ‘Nay, we are seNef65; 67-9). Something similar
happens in “The Idiot Boy,” where Betty Foy's idsxn, missing all night in the
forest, is called on to account for his whereaholit® only answer he will give is,
‘The cocks did crow, to-whoo, to-whoo, / And theasiid shine so cold” (460-1).
His experience of the world is something fundamignthfferent from that of his
worried mother, it is incommunicable to her, an something the narrator seems
to approve of: “Thus answered Johnny in his glbAnd that was all his travel's
story” (462-3). While it cannot be claimed that M¥eworth’s Romantic Child did
not exist, or was a figure wholly invented by Vigém or twentieth century social
and critical desires, it is possible to read ast@m unsettled ambiguity in his poetry
as to what this creation was, and whether it wasssarily a stable or accessible

thing.
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Hartley Coleridge raises further questions aboatRbmantic creation of the
“favoured Being” and seems to embody, both inifigsdnd his poetry, the extent to
which the Romantic Child was divorced from any attknowable child
(Wordsworth “The Prelude” Book 1 364). The son afrfsiel Coleridge, he was also
the “designated genius,” the son of Romanticismtardiving embodiment of the
Romantic child (Plotz 191). He was the star of ‘$trat Midnight,” the sleeping
baby who would gain spiritual and intellectual smstnce from the wild landscapes
denied to his father. Wordsworth addressed himthgg too rare for life, exempt
from adulthood, for

Nature will either end thee quite;

Or, lengthening out thy season of delight,

Preserve for thee, by individual right,

A young lamb’s heart among the full-grown flocks.
(“To H.C., Six Years Old” 21-24)

Hartley Coleridge occupied a strange, liminal sphagng his own time, and
continues to do so today. For Andrew Keanie, hadslies uneasily the transition
from Romantic to Victorian poetry, figuring both ‘dse neglected nineteenth
century poet” and “the genuine Romantic articleyd aemaining a minor figure of
both movements (55). With the notable exceptiodusfith Plotz’s work, on which
this chapter relies rather heavily, his work hasattvacted much critical attention
beyond the interest of Coleridgeans curious ashat \wind of son that unreliable
genius created. The word “created” applies in étbsense here, as Samuel
Coleridge selected Hartley as the favoured sonwuad follow in his father’s

steps, and as “Frost at Midnight” clearly showsated a textual existence and travel

plan for his life before the infant Hartley could thore than sleep at his father’s
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side. Hartley was, in his father's words, to “wanlilee a breeze” and “see and hear /
The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible / Of #tatnal language,” living a life
constructed as natural, spiritual, philosophic, enerything that Coleridge senior’s

childhood “pent ‘mid cloisters dim” was not (“Fraat Midnight” 58-9, 55, 53).

When speaking of the personas who inhabit a tet,af course important to retain
a sense of the distinction between an entity whtahds in for and fictionalises the
“real” author as an “implied author,” and betweevo&e which acts as a narrator
and the authors (both implied and “real”) with whit must not be confused. Since
Barthes’ “Death of the Author,” in which he propddeat to seek “thexplanation

of the work... in the man or woman who produced iiswwo produce a shallow
reading which ignored the interplay of text anddezato read autobiographically is
critically naive (143). This presents a problem whescussing the poetry of Hartley
Coleridge. The implied Hartley, the Hartley in tieet, is both an authorial existence
and a subject of the text. Much of his poetry congehis “textual Hartley,” which is
both a thing of his own creation and one which Xteapolates from both

Wordsworth and his father’s textual treatment o hi

So Hartley the implied author is constantly signgltiowards a range of different
Hartleys: selves who exist in others’ texts, indug texts as subject, and selves
which rely on autobiography. While Barthes (and ynatihers since) warns us of the
dangers of seeking to understand a text througimignbiography to textual content,
in the case of Hartley Coleridge this is inescapaldluch of his poetry cannot be
read except as a response to his father's poemtoadhd life that was arranged for

him in the texts Coleridge senior and Wordswortated. While retaining an
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awareness of these issues of authorship and marratithe discussion that follows |
simply refer, for the sake of convenience, to “kart’ | am doing so advisedly, and

hope that it will be clear where | am talking abblatrtley in a biographical sense, as
a construct of someone else’s narrative, and wlaen teferring to an implied author

or narrator.

When | refer to this textual biography of Hartlégpeak of the “Faery Voyager”
created by Wordsworth, the child of whom his fativeste proud letter after letter to
his friends, recounting this profound metaphysstatement said, or that imaginary
land brilliantly illustrated (“To H.C., Six Yearsl@® 5)*. That the precocious and
charming child Hartley failed to become the briliaisionary adult Hartley is well
documented; Judith Plotz recounts his disapparitia and lays much of the blame
on his father’s unrealistic expectations that Hgrtihould be the “test-case”
Romantic child and would live out the prophesycatated in “Frost at Midnight”
(Plotz 213-221). Hartley’'s best-known sonnet, “Ldimge a child, and still a child,”
tells of the blighting experience of growing uphas father’s son, and as “the first-
born son and heir of English Romanticism” (Plot621n the poem, he finds
himself “still a child, when years / Had paintedimhaod on my cheek” and though
grey-haired, is neither “child, nor man, / Nor ylouor sage” (1-2, 9-10). Celebrated
as the prodigal son of Romanticism and marveled asé&Vordsworth’s whirling,
rapturous, intuitive child-genius in the fleshisitwith a start that he awakes from
this delightful dream “to sleep no more” (“Long &#na child” 7). In some sense,
despite his enthusiastic belief in the naturaldtolod ofEmile, Coleridge had gone

entirely against Rousseau’s strictures to avoidtang “infant prodigies” who could

4 Andrew Keanie's article “Hartley Coleridge: Sontbé Mariner, King of Ejuxria” surveys both the
heights of STC's paternal pride in his genius somg the cruelty with which he was capable of
addressing him.
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not grow into intelligent, honourable men. Castheseternal child, a Peter Pan

figure, it was in some sense inevitable that Hgladulthood was a failure.

Hartley’s intense awareness of this failure towaelion his early promise is what
drives much of his poetry. “I am a desert, andkinely sun / On me hath vainly
spent his fertile rays,” he writes in Sonnet Xldahis theme of time and resources
wasted upon a “poor wit” is repeated throughoutrising (5-6, 11). His
“Dedicatory Sonnet to S.T. Coleridge” lays a deflagratitude for “my little art of
numbers” (2) at his father’s feet; three yearsrlat@nother sonnet on his “perfect
and immortal father” he admits “Thy great Idea was high a strain / For my
infirmity” (“Coleridge the Poet” 13, 11-12). It wddibe simplistic, however, to read
these piteous outbursts of regret purely as saffeflation. Known as “Hartley” or
even “Poor Hartley” by acquaintances and “Li’le t&y” by country locals all his
life, he was designated, almost fetishised by sthed himself as eternally childlike

(Plotz 199).

It is through this fetishised childhood that Haytfends a reason for his inability to
mature into the Romantic Child’s adult heir: hekigan spite (or because of) his
childish genius, the capacity for growth. Again again he depicts himself in terms
of an otherworldly littleness; unable to grow, beherefore a creature divorced from
normal human experience. He is the “waif of natuia “uprooted weed,” a “poor
elf” or “one leaf trembling on a tree”; a thing Wiut the means of renewal, the
fertile mind called upon to perform too early aeft barren. For Hartley, the image
of the child performs a double role. Not only ishié primary mode in which he

speaks of himself, allowing him to remain blamelasd childlike among children,
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but it is through addressing children that he findsifort and solace in the ruin of

his adult life.

Thus Hartley writes to child after child: greetiagsweet girl” on the occasion of
her first birthday (“The First Birthday” 1), adds2sg Mary Ann Green as “Thou
purest abstract of humanity” (“To An Infant” XXV8) and another unknown baby
as “This tiny model of what is to be / A thing tive¢ may love as soon as see” (“To
An Infant” XXVIII 2-3). To his god-daughter CaroknGreen he wishes “would that
I might give thee back, my little one, / But hdletgood which | derive from thee
(“The God-Child” 13-14), and in “The Fourth Birthgahe imagines the comfort a
bereaved father derives from the boy whose biftedkhis mother, and prays that
“Ne’er be thy birthday as a day unblest” (25). @f sister’s twins, who die within
an hour of birth, he writes “Sweet buds that noearth were meant to bloom” (“On
My Twin Niece and Nephew” 7) while “Lilly” makes i “scarce believe that ‘man

was made to mourn™ (“To Lilly” 14).

The addresses to these children are similar, andeahtiments expressed often
conventional to the point of triteness. Hartley&ddved children are all “sweet” and
“merry,” or are “stainless” images of innocence @edfection, all with a “claim of
grace” (“The God-Child” 4). All offer him the saneensoling immersion in infant
love. Hartley addresses a variety of children, mafnywhom are specified in titles or
his own end-notes: his god-daughter, his nephewngt®, children of friends, local
girls and boys. These specifically named childmenumified in their lack of
individual detail; though identified as individuathey are spoken to, or about, as

homogeneous, interchangeable. Named they may btheyeare spoken of as



36

childhood “types” or tropes who exemplify childisgtss while lacking any specific
characteristics. Hartley re-uses titles (“To arairif); he even reproduces the same
poem twice: “The Fourth Birthday” and “To Jamesn®b T. Jackson, on his Fourth
Birthday” both address a little boy whose life lcasne at the price of a mother’s
death; both meditate on how long those four yearstiseem to the child, and how
“very little time they seem” to the anxious moumgpiadults who find comfort in the

child’s “gushing laughter and transient tears” ("James” 2, 28).

There is a dual purpose to this seemingly conttadi@and reductive exercise of
positing irreducible similarity in children who asenultaneously identified as
individually real. As Judith Plotz notes, Hartleyds immense comfort in those
aspects of infancy — the inarticulate sounds, neadscriminate affection and fears
— that are common to all very young children (209 the infants’ sameness rather
than their variety which appeals and consoles. Heweavhat is also discernable
within these poems of infancy is something subgiytmore complicated than
simply comfort for a man who casts himself both pbglly and mentally as a child
or as a miniaturized, incomplete adult. It is pbkesto read in Hartley’s poetry a
persistent questioning of how far any adult camabt “know” the child and

whether there are limits on what can be said alboWtordsworth’s apparent
certainty that the child is a fixed and eminenthptable being that can be accessed
reliably through the adult memory is sometimes dimlbBut for Hartley, it always

is. While Hartley certainly desires the kind of donht Wordsworth suggests the
child might provide, he is more than uncertaincaldw reliable this idea of the

heavenly child is.
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In Sonnet XXVII, addressed “To an Infant,” Hartlegpears to agree with
Wordsworth’s position in the “Immortality Ode” whére states that “thy smile was
brought / From some far distant paradise” (4-5) tBa sonnet’s opening line
announces this conceit to be no more than a comdodea: “Sure ‘tis a holy and a
healing thought” (1). Indeed, the moment of théd:ibirth is a “doom’d” one: it is
fallen the moment it lives, and while Hartley mugegjuently on Wordsworth’s
ideas about pre-existence, imagining that the &hddul existed before birth in
“wood, or wild, or sunny stream,” he perverts higncattempts to imagine a perfect
divine origin. The soul may also have resided hre“Almighty mind / Among the
forms of fair and awful things,” just as Blake’s &is responsible for both the lamb
and the tiger@QPW196-197 in Plotz 209). The child is “a sweet infamtstery,”
unknowable to adults, just as its origins lie imgsterious pre-existence that
produces not just what is fair but also what isld®onnet XXVVIII 7). Any
attempt by the adult author to remember or shéd ligon infancy must necessarily
be an invention imposed upon the child; indeedrbge of the innocent child itself
must be questioned, since
if thou wert so good

As love conceives thee, thou hadst ne’er been born;

For sure the Lord of Justice never would

Have doomed a loyal spirit to be shorn

Of its immortal glories — never could

Exile perfection to an earth forlorn (Sonnet XX\10-14).

For Hartley, desire is not the same as truth. Tih@elinfant is a healing thought,

but this cannot be confused with a healing truthevé Wordsworth proposes an
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uninterrupted line of sight “in a season of calnatixer” to “that immortal sea /
Which brought us hither” and where “the Childreosupon the shore,” Hartley
contests rather that the adult creates this setrespectively out of his own desire
for spiritual reassurance (“Immortality Ode” 1659)6°To a Deaf and Dumb Little
Girl” questions in a similar way the extent of adulowledge of the child, but rather
than examine the child as constructed through mgnitdooks at the interpretive
gap between an adult and a real child, in a simngan to “We Are Seven” and asks

whether the adult can understand or speak forxpergences of a child.

Echoing Donne, the deaf and dumb girl is descrdmeth loose island on the wide
expanse,” a being whose inability to communicatalauor orally makes “Herself
her all” and imposes on her a life outside humaeraction: she is “Doom’d to
behold the universal dance” but never to hear flusic which expounds” the
mysterious movements of existence (“To a Deaf anohb Little Girl” 1-6). The girl
Is thus initially framed as isolated and excludenhf full participation in life. Yet
she does not seem to feel this isolation. Sherisermed with her own inner life,
“Concentred in her solitary seeing,” and it is #uilt poet, trying to break through
her implacable silence, who feels shut out fromeexperience he cannot
understand (11). The poem is titled as an addodssr, but the speaker fails in his
effort to do so; all he can attempt is a pcasouther. “In vain for her | smooth my
antic rhyme; / She cannot hear it” he writes (9-10a communication has failed, it
is Hartley who feels the loss, rather than thedchilnable to interact with her, he
also inevitably fails to convincingly say anythiagout her. “What can she know of
beauty or sublime?” he wonders, but has to pullskiirback from statements about

the potential poverty of her existence upon beimgjdier “calm” and peaceful looks,
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and recognizing the fruitlessness of such specandfi2-13). Finally, all he can

suppose is that “God must be with her in her soétt(14).

A second criticism of the Romantic Child is at wankHartley’s poems. As already
noted, when he speaks to and about children, h&tamathy repeats his material: the
terms in which the children are described, the clmg effects they have both on
himself and, he imagines, on other adults, and étles and whole poems are
recycled and used to address different childrendififelent events. As Judith Plotz
argues, this was about more than a need to imrhersIf in consoling,
indiscriminate infant love. Evidently, all babiegm the same to Hartley; indeed his
repetitive descriptions suggest that he saw chldeidentical copies of one idea of
a “Child,” stretching the Romantic Child to its logl conclusion. How he describes
his children, however, reveals how meagre the comtiethat child is. Comforting
himself with his myriad children, all sweet, merfyll of sudden joy and sudden
tears, and all arrived from “the unknown place u@born souls” which, though
beyond human imagination, he still hopes is somgtthat might approximate
Wordsworth’s imperial palace, Hartley enacts thegist of the Romantic Child’'s

substance (“The First Birth Day” 4-5).

Hartley Coleridge, to a much greater extent thamd&toorth, questions what the
Romantic Child that he was supposed to be conslisgésd the conclusion of much
of his poetry is that its substance is elementahetypal, and removed from the

reality of any living child. What the life and expences of a “real” child might be,

® Plotz argues that Hartley saw in the uniformitypabies “the embodiment of pure Being” (209).
While he certainly saw children as identical taayé extent, | would argue that in his writing this
uniformity is as much, perhaps more, about artiaudgthe limits of the Romantic Child as it is abou
celebrating the “attributes of humanity without iiimg, frustrating, alienating individuality” as ¢tk
puts it (209).
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he concludes, is beyond any adult comprehensiocen Bdult memory, for Hartley,
is a faulty mechanism which only creates that whiehwant to remember. Children
are opaque, and their inner lives cannot be exta&s a consequence of this,
Hartley can do no more than assume the child’s gessl Even the innocence of
the child, perhaps the single most important castste (at least according to
Rousseau) of childishness, is open to debate. Aocent child is, in fact, a paradox
since, as Hartley identifies, “if thou wert so gdo#is love conceives thee, thou
hadst ne’er been born” (Sonnet XXVII 10-11). Thdcmust therefore attain some

state of experience in entering the world.

William Blake’s Songs of Innocen@ndSongs of Experiencgart from this
assumption that existing as innocent in the walsnpossible. The child is born
into an inherently sinful and experienced world ,aa&lsuch, there are only two
modes of existence available: either as knowledgegblitical and historical, or as
ignorant and blinded to social reality. The “Intuation” of Songs of Experiengs
narrated by a voice which is resonant with knowéedgd mysticism:

Hear the voice of the Bard!

Who Present Past & Future sees

Whose ears have heard the Holy Word

That walk'd among the ancient trees (1-5).
This narrator calls himself a bard, an omniscieliet of myth and story; the narrator
of the corresponding “Introduction” &ongs of Innocenads a piper who pipes “a
song about a Lamb” and sings “songs of happy cheagslease a child on a cloud
(5, 10). The narrator of this introduction want$ya produce “happy songs, /

Every child may joy to hear” (19, 20).
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It is a voice which has a simple intent, to entarthildren, and it announces that the
songs which follow will be similarly entertainingé agenda-free. But already this
opening is compromised. The cherub-like child mhoaid has a note of death about
him; living children have both feet on the grouhkig will be echoed in thBongs of
Innocencédy the dead sweeps who “rise upon clouds” (“Then@iay Sweeper”
SO0I118). When, at the insistence of the child, theatar writes his happy songs
down in a book, this saccharine innocence is proatesed further. To write the
book, he “pluck’d a hollow reed,” “made a rural pand “stain’d the water clear”
(16-18). The clear, pure water becomes “stain’dtaanted with writing. Language,
the province of the adult, has infected the pureadlian landscape of the child, and

to write the child is therefore to irreparably mériwith adulthood.

It would appear then that this text follows a R@asgean logocentrism: there does
exist an idea of the child which is prior to wrdinrand through being written that
child is degraded. “God makes all things good, mawaldles with them and they
become evil” beginEmile, and it seems that the “Introduction” agrees il
conception of the supplement, that which is addethture, as an artificial evil (5).
It is not only the fact that an adult writes théahvhich is an issue, but that he
modifies nature to do so, using unnatural artifcenake his “rural pen.” By making
his pen and staining the water with its ink, theratar introduces the pollution of
knowledge into an unknowing natural landscape.tBaittext also performs itself as
the writing which “stains the waters clear” or remslthem comprehensible, so that
while it is a corruption imposed upon the scengs, @lso the transformative agent by

which the unintelligible is made clear. While laiage marks the child with
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adultness, it is the only means by which the ctdld be articulated. The text
presents an inescapable paradox: the child, set dol@nguage, cannot exist as a
“pure” child or be considered entirely untouchedly adult authority which created
its textual existence. At the same time, it is teigual existence which allows the
child to be read, and to be intelligible. Withouaaguage in which to write the

child, it would not exist for our purposes.

The following discussion takes as a starting pdudith Plotz's observation that the
“The Chimney Sweeper” @dongs of Experienags fundamentally “a poem of
determinism” which focusses on the sweep's awasdahes “his situation has been
determined and exploited by his keepers, his par@md their collaborators” (Plotz
100). It is this awareness, she argues, that ntakesnocence impossible and marks
him as experienced: “Recognising that he is anablgygong other objects, moved

by forces he cannot control, the chimney sweepé&ixpkrience is neither innocent
nor invulnerable” (101). Plotz argues that the egivefSongs of Innocends
“impervious is his innocence,” that his very ladkaavareness preserves his
innocence and “keeps his human heart intact,” higdin turn shields him from harm
(99). I would argue rather that it is the sweepsy\existence that makes them
experienced. The situation of the “innocent” swesepPlotz notes, “shames the adult
reader” and his ignorance and passivity highlighéd situation, but his ignorance
does not preclude him from experience. As the tkhiiction” ofSongs of Innocence
makes clear, creation comes at the price of puaitg, to be innocent is to be

unspeakable.
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The “Introduction” serves as a warning for the eyaahd a manifesto for the
children who populate the two sets of poems. Thierem of theSongsare touched
by adulthood not only through language but throtighnarratives they live out.
They are the casualties of corruption, sin andaddceakdown; the world they live
in is irredeemably fallen and, as such, their irmmae is lost the moment they are
born. What th&ongsllustrate is the almost grotesque image of thé&lalho is
unaware of this on the one hand, and the angdreathild who is aware on the
other. The children of th8ongs of Innocenae horrific in their naivety; like the
sweep who believes that “if all do their duty, threaed not fear harm,” they are
brainwashed by Church doctrine and live lives ofgity, disease and powerlessness
(“The Chimney Sweepei30I124). It is their submission and their lack of aweags
which make them such disturbing figures. Tom alsddilow sweeps are already
harmed; the release they look forward to is Heakks counterpart, the sweep of
Songs of Experienc&nows that the rags he wears are “the clotheteath” and that
Heaven, if there is such a thing, is a “heavenusfroisery” (“The Chimney

Sweeper'SOE7, 12).

The innocent Tom dreams that

thousands of sweepers, Dick Joe Ned & Jack,

Were all of them lock’d up in coffins of black;

And by came an Angel who had a bright key,

And he opened the coffins and set them all freeld)1
The black coffins in which the boys are imprisometio the narrow, sooty chimneys
they are forced to sweep and which will eventukilythem. The Angel with his

bright key is a messenger of death, and his medsabem, that “if he’d be a good
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boy, / he'd have God for his father and never want is an order to
uncomplainingly accept this miserable existencectvi@dod approves of and will
reward (19-20). Tom, like his unnamed mentor, maézes this message
thoroughly, and derives comfort from it: “Tho’ th@orning was cold, Tom was
happy and warm” (23). While his experienced doubkl too aware that he is
marked with death, the innocent sweep does notaapgpeealize that his coming
reward, to “wash in a river and shine in the Sum@rt “rise upon clouds and sport in
the wind” can only come at the expense of his hiewill, in fact, receive the

ultimate harm in return for accepting his duty (18).

The experienced sweep is not named and his huntaastpeen eroded; he is only “a
little black thing,” and he not only knows that ih&s been condemned to an early
death, he knows who to blame for this (“The ChimBeyeeperSOEL). His

parents, who have “gone up to the church to prang'the responsible parties: “They
clothed me in the clothes of death / And taughtonging the notes of woe” (4, 7-8).
The Church and the parents are complicit in thgnolerisy; the parents sell the
young child into slavery and then praise “God & Rrgest & King / Who make up a
heaven of our misery” and validate the parentsisiec (11-12). The unnamed
sweep is also very clear as to why it is that liepts have gone to give thanks to
God: “because | am happy, & dance & sing / Thegklihey have done me no
injury” (9-10). It is his performance of the roléahildhood through his actions of
singing and dancing which condemns him and blinsparents and the Church to
his state of existence. Through playing out a regmeation of the innocent child
which continues to function in ignorance of soceilities, the child continues to be

harmed by those realities. This sweep is able, kiew¢o articulate the difference:
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although he is able to act out children’s gamess laéso aware that his childhood

does not exist any more.

The angry, knowledgeable sweep who tells his storgsponse to the narrator’s
guestion “Where are thy mother and father” is iarge of his own narrative; the
innocent Tom Dacre has his story related by anatveep who is older and more
experienced, but who does not question his platieeinvorld (3). It is this sweep
who gives Tom'’s dream the final gloss that “if@dl their duty, they need not fear
harm” (“The Chimney SweepeB0I124). Tom Dacre’s naive faith in the Church is
echoed by the little black boy, who looks forwanddeath, believing that once in
Heaven his skin colour will not matter:
... say to little English boy;
When | from black and he from white cloud free,

And round the tent of God like lambs we joy,

I'll shade him from the heat, till he can bear

To lean in joy upon our father’s knee;

And then I'll stand and stroke his silver hair,

And be like him and he will then love me

(“The Little Black BoySOl 22-28).
Even in death he will perform the role of servamd anferior, shading the English
boy from the heat, but he will be rewarded by thesland recognition he is denied
in life. Like Tom Dacre, he has internalized theu@in’s messages; he accepts that
to be black is to be degraded, and that whiteneddight are signs of purity. He

identifies his own interior goodness with this mnaO! my soul is white” “but | am
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black as if bereav’d of light” (2, 4) The sweeps),tmust shed their coating of black
soot in order to enter heaven. Before they carm ‘ois clouds,” they must “wash in

the river,” remove the signs of their experiencd bacome little English boys again.

The Songdeal with children who are affected by the worldsts, for Blake, the
only possible outcome of existence. The only dédfee between the two sets of
children lies in their awareness of this. Thisaeflacted, in th&Songsnot only in the
personal narratives of the innocent and experieobédren, but through the
meditation on the effects language has on the septation of the child, staining it
with the voice of the adult. In Hartley Coleridggeems and those of Wordsworth,
the adult narrators do not so much affect the dmsltbang their heads hopelessly
against an impenetrable wall which surrounds ier€hs a recognition in their texts
that the child is, as Hartley puts it, “a loosaisl” which can never be reached: the
child remains outside of language (“To a Deaf andnb Little Girl” 1). The

narrator of the “Introduction” t&ongs of Experienchpwever, knows that this is
one half of an irreconcilable paradox. It is langgiavhich gives us some idea of the
child, which needs to struggle towards a representaf that which cannot be
represented, and without which there would be nidl.cim the analysis of Victorian
children’s texts which follows, all will be seem, different way, to be struggling

with this fundamental problem of writing for andaffildren.
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Alice and Curdie: the child in language
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When Alice climbs through the drawing room lookigigss and into what she calls
“Looking-glass House”, one of the first things dimels is a book which seems to be,
she thinks, “all in some language | don’t knoWWV¢nderlandL01). But she realises
that “it’'s a Looking-glass book, of course! And thold it up to a glass, the words
will all go the right way again” (102). However, @ she does so, the poem that she
reads seems hardly more intelligible. It is of @utJabberwocky,” a poem which
has, like several other poems, characters and tijpgan the twoAlice texts, taken
on an independent life of its own outside the ernof the narrative it is part of,
Through the Looking-glass, and What Alice Foundr@hRist over a quarter of the
entire poem consists of “nonsense” words made upayoll; making the words “go
the right way” does not initially appear to be afich use in deciphering the text
which famously begins:

“Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;
All mimsy were the borogroves,

And the mome raths outgrabe (102).

Alice struggles to make some kind of meaning ftbim, objecting that “it seems to
fill my head with ideas — only | don’t exactly knomhat they are!” before
concluding for the time being thatdmebodkilled somethingthat’s clear at any
rate” (103). However later on she has an encounterHumpty Dumpty, who
provides her with a set of meanings which Aliceastent to accept in the absence
of any others. Her dialogue with Humpty Dumpty i®Baous episode in the text;
famous at least among academics of the philosoplanguage, since it is “often

cited as defining an extreme limit in semantic tigg¢Hancher 49). While he is
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happy to help Alice with the “hard words” of “Jalmecky,” Humpty Dumpty is
also a linguistic outlaw, assigning his own privateanings arbitrarily and
“reducling] to absurdity the nominalist and subi@st proposal that words derive
their meanings from the intentions of the persohe wutter them” (Hancher 49). The
following much-quoted passage illustrates this:

“I don’t know what you mean by ‘glory,” Alice sdi

Humpty Dumpty smiled contemptuously. “Of coursel ylon’'t — till |

tell you. | meant ‘there’s a nice knock-down argunifor you!™

But ‘glory’ doesn’t mean ‘a nice knock-down argum& Alice objected.

“Whenl use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in rather a sadgrtdne, “it

means just what | choose it to mean — neither mordess.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether yaanmake words mean so many

different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which slhe master —

that's all” (142).
While this exchange is terribly puzzling for poodiic®, she doesn’t seem to question
in any way Humpty Dumpty’s right or ability to befahguage to his will; in fact,
she accepts him as a sort of semantic guide ang$es] since “You seem very
clever at explaining words, Sir,” that he expladabberwocky” (143). This he
proceeds to do, and while the meanings he allotaté® “nonsense” words may
seem just as arbitrary as the meanings he caksown English words to perform,
they do in fact conform to the basic rules of graanmhich inform “Jabberwocky”
and which preserve it from complete unintelligityiliThus he informs Alice that
“Brillig' means four o’clock in the afternoon — the time wigeu begirbroiling

things for dinner,” “toves are something like badgers — they’'re somethikg li
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lizards — and they’re something like corkscrewsd &ho ‘gyr€ is to go round and

round like a gyroscope. Tgimblé is to make holes like a gimlet” (143-4).

His definitions may be completely random, or thegyrbe based on loose sound and
word associations, but Humpty Dumpty is still sugsire to the rules which govern
syntax: he observes for example that “gyre” andntge” must be verbs given that
their association with the “slithy toves” as someghthey “did” suggests that they
are actions carried out by the toves. Alice acchslefinitions as from someone
who has power to wield language in a way that sfes dhot. Two levels of power
can therefore be discerned. Humpty Dumpty is subate to syntactical rules, but
only in this instance where he interprets anoth&osds. Alice subordinates herself
to Humpty Dumpty and does not question his debngieven though earlier she
objects to his use of the word “glory” to mean feenknock-down argument.” What
this exchange points to is Alice’s recognition teaen while he employs a
confusing, secretive and entirely personal systegenerating meaning which bears
no resemblance to the language she knows andihgegty Dumpty appears to
Alice to have some right to do so. He is an adglire, and it is to his status as adult

and the authority which that status confers thatstbmits.

Alice’s exchange with Humpty Dumpty, and in factshof her exchanges with the
inhabitants of Wonderland and Looking-glass Lamd,raarked by this power
imbalance which is worked out at the level of laage. Adult ciphers, they control
the rules of language and meaning in their wodatsl Alice, ignorant of these rules,
must inevitably come out second best in the debatesich she is engaged. The

Alicetexts are littered with utterances like that of Hatter, which “seemed to have
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no meaning in it, and yet...was certainly Englishigdhe entire narrative may be
considered a complex linguistic joke at the expearigdlice and the reader, neither
of whom possess the requisite knowledge to makses@?). My concern here is not
so much to unravel the games played or the semidweticies critics have attributed
various episodes to mocking, but rather to exarnowe power is distributed through
the ability to play such games with language. rie sense, Humpty Dumpty is right
when he states that the only question, when it sciméhe creation of meaning, is
“which is to be master.” Alice’s (correct) belidfat he is forcing words into bearing
meanings they cannot carry is ultimately of no eopuence in Wonderland; she is
powerless as both outsider and child. Secondly,chigreater concern to my overall
thesis, | hope to show that the adult creaturébedAlice texts demonstrate, through
their mastery of an alien language game and tlhdityato define Alice at will, that

the child is defined and controlled through langaiag

Nonsense language, parody and crucially, fantaay, according to Linda Shires,
“be considered similar in one respect: they expladigansgress the frame of the
‘real’ and thus open up a space of uncertaintyhfPgstowards the realm of non-
signification where nothing is stable, these foopsn a gap between signifier and
signified which makes a definite meaning or absoteality impossible to attain”
(267). TheAlicetexts, rich in all three of those modes, certarelist definite
meaning for the reader or critic; they also rededtnition by Alice. However, they
are not meaningess in the same way that nonsense language is @otgaage of a
literal lack of sense. To arrive at a fixed mearfmig*Jabberwocky” is not possible,
but neither can we claim that it is “without sefis@ce it can be read. Something

truly without sense could not be read; it wouldaearbitrary collection of words or
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letters; it would not be language. Perhaps whatavesay instead is that parody,
fantasy and nonsense, in transgressing the frartfieeofeal,” establish new
relationships between signifier and signified tlegtders, and adventurers from the

“real” world, like Alice, cannot comprehend.

Alice, a child who is supposed to be within a drezra surreal and anarchic world
(and the question of who it is who does the dregrsran important one here), finds
that even in the wildest lands of fantasy, certalas must be adhered to. In order
for the narrative to retain some sort of meanimyyéver open-ended or nonsensical
that meaning might appear, it must be construatedrding to known rules of
syntax and grammar. May, commenting on Wittgen&eéheory of “language
games,” notes that “a language whose rules carnfutllowed or can be broken at
whim is an impossible language” which creates fapassible life” or “a form of
madness”\Vittgenstein’'s Reflectio8?). Certainly there is much that Alice
experiences which suggests that Wonderland andihgajtass Land are places of
madness, but, as May points out, the Cheshire €&t dogical argument to prove
his assertion that everyone is mad in Wonderla¥dtgenstein’s Reflectiod2). So
while there is madness, there is also logic, aecetare rules governing the language
games: they are merely rules which are so aligxlite and to readers accustomed
to the “normal” rules of the English language theither can participate in the

game.

The texts gift linguistic control to the creaturso inhabit Wonderland and
Looking-glass Land, in doing so defining them asliadphers in the absence of any

human adults. The creatures use this control iera adult way too; they exercise
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the adult’s right to tell the child what she isrlips the most obvious instance of
imposed definition is Alice’s exchange with theguog. Alice has just swallowed a
portion of the Caterpillar's mushroom which hasseliher neck to lengthen like a
shake’s body, and she finds herself attacked hgeop who insists that Alice is a
“Serpent” intent on stealing her eggs (40). Algcattempts to convince the pigeon
otherwise are unsuccessful, partly due to thetfattthe physical and mental
manipulations and changes wrought on her by Woaddrhave rendered her
ambivalent about her own identity:

“But I'm nota serpent, | tell you!” said Alice. “I'm a—I'm a--"

“Well! Whatare you?” said the Pigeon. “I can see you're trying

to invent something!”

“I- 'm a little girl,” said Alice, rather doubtfily, as she remembered

the number of changes she had gone through, délyat d

“A likely story indeed!” said the Pigeon in a tookthe deepest

contempt (41).
When Alice tries to prove her argument by tellihg pigeon that “little girls eat
eggs quite as much as serpents do,” the pigeonyreeqeands her definition of
Alice as serpent to include all other little giflsdon’t believe it,” she replies, “but if
they do, why then they're a kind of serpent, thatld can say” (41). The pigeon, a
mother and an adult, reserves the right to deiitie girls, or children, by her own
reductive logic: serpents eat eggs, so if littiksgeat eggs, then they must be

serpents too.
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Far more serious for Alice and her sense of idgrgithe existentially terrifying
news supplied by Tweedledum and Tweedledee thassiw real; she is merely a
part of the Red King’'s dream:

“He’s dreaming now,” said Tweedledee: “and whatyda think he’s

dreaming about?”

Alice said “Nobody can guess that.”

“Why, aboutyou!” Tweedledee exclaimed, clapping his hands triumgiia

“And if he left off dreaming about you, where douwysuppose you'd be?”

“Where | am now, of course,” said Alice.

“Not you!” Tweedledee retorted contemptuously. tNebbe nowhere.

Why, you're only a sort of thing in his dream!”

“If that there King was to wake,” added Tweedledtiyou’d go out —

bang! — just like a candle!” (125)
When Alice tries to quiet the pair for fear theysld wake the King, Tweedledum
remarks, “it's no usgrourtalking about waking him...when you’re only one oéth
things in his dream. You know very well you're me#l.” ‘| amreal!” said Alice,

and began to cry” (125-6).

This conversation embodies the problem of the amting the child into fiction:

the child, or the idea of the child, only existd@ag as the author “keeps dreaming.”
Alice, the subject of the Red King’s dream will “gat” when he “leaves off.” At

the narrative’s end it is suggested that insteddahg out” she merely wakes up
into the framing narrative of reality; but this@lsupposes then that it is Alice who
did the dreaming. She wonders out loud “who it wae dreamed it all...itnust

have been either me or the Red King. He was partyodream of course — but then |
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was part of his dream too!” (180) Nina Auerbachrokathat Looking-glass Land is
possibly the Red King’s dream, a mirroring of Wortaed about which there is “no
equivocation” as to who dreamed it: “the daintyl¢larries the threatening world

of Wonderland within her” (32).

While Alice does indeed seem to wake up, the Redj IKever does, that we know
of: I would suggest that he remains dreaming uhélnarrative’s end. With his
tasselled red night-cap, snoring in a rumpled hkamloes not make for a kingly
figure, but he does share a comic affinity with ttleer inventor in the narrative, the
rather more hopeless White Knight. Both these absharacters stand, in different
ways, for the creative authority of the narratiaed Alice does indeed “go out”
when that authority ceases the narrative. What tiedem and Tweedledee call to
the attention of Alice and the implied reader igAls fictional and subordinate
status: she exists only as long as the narratisestained by the author who created

it.

Even while these texts attempt to create for hdneamscape in which the child,
asleep and inexperienced, experiences freedomiaagdadventure permissible
only in fantasy, they confirm that the child isidefd through and in language, and
as such, there are ordering limits on what she d@negm. In order to retain any
chance of intelligibility, language remains ultiralgtdependent on adult-imposed
structures, and it is this language which describeshild in the text. The pigeon’s
definition of Alice as a serpent is allowed as \eab Wonderland logic, just as
Humpty Dumpty’s linguistic contortions trump Aliceknowledge of how words

mean, and the Mad Hatter’s “logic in excess” deféegtr so utterly that the only
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thing to do is to get up and leave a conversatmencannot hope to participate
meaningfully in (Maywittgenstein’'s ReflectioB3). These instances of adult control
and definition of language and of the idea of wdnahild is point towards the
Tweedledum and Tweedledee episode, where liesettue bf the problem. In stating
that the child Alice is being dreamed by the a&dt King, and that she will cease
to exist when he ceases to dream, the text artesuthe dilemma shared by these
Golden Age narratives: a child written by an adal never be entirely childlike or

innocent.

An adult author, Carroll writes a child who wilsa cease when his narrative ends.
The child only exists in an intelligible way thrdutanguage, which is rule-bound
and above all the province of the adult. What &éx €xposes here is the totality with
which the idea of the child is subsumed within aldelt who creates it.

Adults then, as the arbiters of language, taincthikl irrevocably. The distribution
of power between the adult and the child is unegbaladult has the power to write
and to define the child while the child remainsaagivething describedvithin a

text, and in doing so the experienced adult leavethis defined child the trace of
their adultness, their experience and knowledgaefvorld. The very notion of the
“innocent child” so dear to the adult imaginatisrthus revealed as an impossibility:
returning again to Blake, we find that to write gfeld is to “stain” it with our

adultness.

This is approaching something very like Derridambus statementhere is
nothing outside of the tefthere is no outside-texil;n’y a pas de hors-texfe( Of

Grammatologyl58). | take this to mean not that nothing literakists outside of
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writing, or the text, but rather that we are undblaccess the “outside”, to reach
through writing and access a pure point of ori§iollowing this line, the idea of the
child as a free and truly innocent entity may easa potentiality, as a concept that
could occur, but for the reader, for the text amdtiie author the practical outcome is
that the “child” does not exist; there is no chibaditside the text.” Perry Nodelman
formulates it in this way:

As Derrida shows, there never was an "other" —nangthing before

writing, never a prior, truer mode of speakinglonking except the

ones we invent as a means of belittling our adlites; and similarly,

there surely never was a childhood, in the sensemething surer

and safer and happier than the world we perceiaglalis. In privileging

childhood as this sort of "other," we misrepreserd belittle what we

are; more significantly, we belittle childhood aaltbw ourselves

to ignore our actual knowledge of real childréfidden Meanindl47).

| would argue however, that this evaluation undegmsiitself in its belief that there

is still knowledge of “real children” which can betrieved and which dependence
on the privileging of childhood as an innocencéddal as to be outside and before
writing ignores; that in fact “real children” cae known and accessed in some way
outside of the texts they are represented in. @ctual knowledge of real children”
is also recorded, coded and interpreted througlulage, and therefore to define
some point at which we can declare knowledge “dtaral real in a way writing is
not, is problematic. While Nodelman is right to shgt there never was an “other”,
never anything before writing, he does not recagthisit this lack of an outside is

precisely what makes impossible knowledge of hod/nahat real children are. As
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Karin Lesnik-Oberstein formulates it, in this viefvchildhood, children “are seen
primarily as being constituted by, and constitutisgts of meaninga language
[emphasis addedhildhood and Textualit®). Turning now to MacDonald’s
Princessnarratives, we shall see what happens when attexbats to gift linguistic
control to the child, to explore, in effect, thepogite of what thélice texts assert:
whether the child can define itself using languatpech breaks free from adult

conventions.

George MacDonald'at the Back of the North Wirathd thePrincesstexts The
Princess and the GobliandThe Princess and Curdishare a similar concern with
whether the child in the text can be successfallised as an entity free from adult
intervention. However, where tidice texts stop short of imagining a truly
“childlike” language, instead exploring the powandguage confers on the adult,
MacDonald’s texts actually attempt to create taagliage, allowing the child in the
text to define itself, and in the case of Curdoewield considerable power, using his

own childlike language.

Curdie is a miner boy who works in the mountainidesvhich is the castle where
Princess Irene lives. This mountain is overrun \gitbhlins, or “cobs,” as the miners
call them, who are a constant source of fear tedtveho live in the castle and the
surrounding lands. The miners, however, despitewntering the goblins frequently
in their excavations, are less perturbed by thailicious presence than those who
exist above the ground, because they know howdbwi¢h them: the goblins
“hated verse of every kind, and some kinds theydcoat endure at all’North

Wind334). The reason for this, the narrator supposdbat “they could not make
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any themselves”; Curdie believes that “hav[ingJmore voice than a crow,” the
cobs “don’t like other people to sing” (334; 32But the kind of song which drives
a goblin away must not only be sung or chanteditbaust rhyme, it appears.
Within the range of rhyming songs, too, some areemedficacious than others:
“there were certain old rhymes which were verydtial, yet it was well known that
a new rhyme, if of the right sort, was even mosgatiteful to them” (325, 334).
Among the miners, Curdie is respected as a mapjtddseing just “about twelve
years old,” because he is particularly good at m@gkip the right sort of new verses,
and although the narrative states that most ofrtimers had some skill in these

rhymes, Curdie is the only person whose chantsappéehe text (326).

Curdie is in fact in the rather strange positiobeiing, in both of th€rincessexts,
the sole active and effectual character. Both timemare full of powerless, foolish
or ineffectual adults. Princess Irene’s “king-pasaabsent imhe Princess and the
Goblin, and maintained in a drugged sleep by a schengogpdand Lord
Chamberlain inThe Princess and Curdi@er nurse Lootie is a foolish fearful
woman who endangers the princess and goes ofintsfar hysterics when danger
threatens, and the entire population of Gwntystaha king’s capital city, is under
the spell of “commerce and self interest,” andrityand selfishness and
inhospitality and dishonesty [are] everywhere” (5282). Curdie’s parents are wise
and thoughtful, but unlike Curdie cannot cross leevclasses, and so must remain
in their cottage, functioning as providers of corhfadvice and shelter to Curdie,
powerless to physically intervene. His father Pdtegs, in the final chapters ©he
Princess and Curdigun to Gwyntystorm to help his boy, but when h&vas “by

this time the battle was over” and his gestureesaty symbolic (616).
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The exception to this adult impotence is the mystsrand ancient “Queen Irene”
who secretly inhabits the attic of the castle,diodf pigeon eggs and is Princess
Irene’s “great-great-grandmother” and more thanradned years old (311). She
shares much in common with the ancient “North WintlAt The Back of the North
Wind both are omniscient and magical women who aome¢ ancient and grey,
young and beautiful. Both work, although Queendrema far greater extent than
the hugely powerful North Wind, through manipulgtiothers, so that while Queen
Irene provides the means (a magic thread whichegu@lurdie and Irene safely from
the mines; the hideous but powerful and loyal beast who is Curdie’s companion
when he goes to Gwyntystorm) and the directionslidio turn out well, it is Curdie
who saves the day every time. What he possesses i@ other adults do not, and
which, interestingly, Princess Irene also doesisdhe ability to manipulate and use

a language which is incomprehensible to adults.

Indeed, “adult” language is a problematic concapghePrincesstexts; more often
than not it fails as communication. Irene’s attesitptexplain to Lootie her

discovery of her great great grandmother are mitt thie remark “it is not at all
becoming in a princess to tell storgasdexpect to be believed just because she is a
princess” (315). Irene remarks later, when Loatieises to believe she was chased
out of her room by the goblins’ deformed domesteatures, “When | tell you the
truth...you say to m®on't tell stories:it seems | must tell stories before you will
believe me” (429). In the secoRdincessnarrative, Curdie sees the one honest
person in the palace, a housemaid, abused fargehie truth about a page stealing a

pie. “It is hard not to be believed jusécausene speaks the truth,” said the girl,
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‘but that seems reason enough with some peopletritieis a strange thing here,
and they don’t know it when they see it” (573).devCurdie finds that the king's
guards will not believe him when he tries to wafa impending goblin attack:
“the man concluded that Curdie was only ravind, stitd tried to coax him into
holding his tongue...[Curdie] now felt in his turn atht was not to be believed”

(434-5).

Where correct language fails, though, anotherafdenguage succeeds, and is
immensely powerful. The language the miners useagthe goblins has the power
to physically control. The rhymes Curdie chantsiardis sense magic spells or
incantations which send the goblins running. Thegraderives from the verses’
repetition of sounds, whether rhyme or metre. @ufidst enters the narrative to
save the princess and her nurse from the goblimhliey have stayed out after
dark on the mountain, and he defeats them witlidll@ving verse:

Hush! scush! scurry!

There you go in a hurry!

Gobble! gobble! goblin!

There you go a wobblin’;

Hobble, hobble, hobblin’;

Cobble! cobble! cobblin’!

Hob-bob-goblin! --- Huuuuuh! (325)
This is not Carollinian invented nonsense. With éixception of the word “scush,”
these words are part of the English language oftaald's time, but they seem to
be used purely for the purposes of rhythm, sottieeffect is one of sound and

metre and rhyme, and meaning seems evacuated,téacépe order to “go in a
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hurry.” However, just as in the Alice texts there Amits on what meanings can be
made, here there are limits on how meaninglesgraelttan be. Curdie’s rhymes do
fail him once. When he is trapped in the goblirl bater the mountain, he attempts
to drive them off with

Thirty, forty, fifty —

You're all so puff-and-snifty!

Forty, fifty, sixty —

Beast and man so mixty!

Fifty, sixty, seventy —
Mixty, maxty, leaventy!
Sixty, seventy, eighty —

All your cheeks so slaty!

Seventy, eighty, ninety,

All your hands so flinty!

Eighty, ninety, hundred,

Altogether dundred! (393-4)
The narrator remarks “whether it was that the rmgwords were most of them no
words at all...| cannot tell, but the moment the rieywas over, they crowded on
him again” (394). Curdie’s rhymes, it appears, cdrdepart too far from “proper”

English or they will lose their efficacy.

Verse of this sort has, of course, no effect abmlhuman adults. At the narrative’s

start, the narrator explains that



63

at one time [the goblins] lived above ground, artewery like other

people. But for some reason or other, concerninigiwtmere were

different legendary theories...they had all takengefin the subterranean

caverns...Those who had caught sight of them satdhies had greatly

altered in the course of generations; and no worséeing they lived

away from the sun, in cold and wet and dark pl§86g).
Later, when explaining how the goblins came to hdw@estic animals, the narrator,
remarking on their “subnatural ugliness,” noted tirathe case of these the human
resemblance had greatly increased: while their esvhad sunk towards them, they
had risen towards their owners” (367, 368). Theligslare subhuman; their
generations underground have caused them to deastdgoresumably the ability to
make verse or sing is one of the human qualitieg kiave lost. Curdie believes it is
for this reason that they hate verse. Howevergtigins clearly have more than a
jealous dislike of verse; they actually fear itggasting that they recognise in verse a
form of magical, incantatory power to compel orrhaBelief in magic or spells
belongs in this text to children, and the goblirs & fact, childlike. They have the
same fears as children, fears that are regardechisnal or nonsensical by the
adults of the text and only Curdie’s childish laage can defeat them. Their
domesticated animals are described as “creatuoes so grotesque and misshapen
as to be more like a child’s drawings on his sth# anything natural,” and the
king’s guardsmen who see them find that “to not.atteey could give a name”
(365, 366). The goblins and their ilk appear beythredreach of adult language; it

can neither name nor affect them.



64

In George MacDonald’at the Back of the North Winthe child protagonist
Diamond attempts to craft his own language just@aslie does. He succeeds where
Curdie actually fails, but as communication higglaamge does not work, because in
creating a language which is truly childish, heatee something which cannot be
understood. His verses break down into repetiti@grhents, and while Diamond
and his baby brother derive meaning and happimessif, what that meaning is
remains opaque. The narrative only ever suppliessmample of this verse, which is
so long and repetitive that a contained, repreigataample cannot really be given:

| know a river

whose waters run asleep

run run ever

singing in the shallows

dumb in the hollows...

...always and ever

growing and blowing

for fast as the sheep

awake or asleep

crop them and crop them

they cannot stop them

but up they creep

and on they go blowing...

...by the singing river

that sings for ever

and the sheep and the lambs

are merry for ever
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because the river
sings and they drink it...
(110-113).

The narrator can only be sure of what Diamond “gidw@afterwards that he had
heard,” which is invariably not quite right, becatig was so near sense that he
thought it could not really be what they did sirf@10, 192). Even the verses that
Diamond spontaneously constructs and then forgetgiat poor reproductions of
songs which cannot be rendered in “sense” or tlgtidEnlanguage at all. Just as

happens with “Jabberwocky,” absolute nonsense ngnbe gestured towards.

Curdie’s language also fails as a genuine langogee child, and eventually fails

to protect him from the goblins. The reason itfa$ protection is that it becomes
too nonsensical and “un-adult.” When his rhymeg oel words which are “no

words at all” they do not affect the goblins andplaéls back to rely on more sensible
words (394). The goblins are cHilge; they can approximate something of the child,
but cannot really stand in for it. Curdie’s verde®, can come close to a child
language and defeat the goblins, but cannot passmtdhe rules of adult language
without becoming powerless and meaningless. Inrdadee effective, his verses
must retain some grammatical iron, just as Curdresalf, although a child, is only
able to function as the hero through acting asdart.an a world where the real
adults are impotent, the potential for a child saviis undermined by the adult roles
he must adopt: royal advisor, provider, spy, wayijiadge and finally, husband.

Even while, paradoxically, there are no powerfullelin thePrincessnarratives, to

have power is to be adult-like.
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Diamond finds that no written or spoken languagadequate to reproduce the song
he knows, and so it is consequently possessedthefoaetical existence, beyond the
text and beyond understanding. The moment it isudated it becomes what it is
not, and is infected with the “sense” of languageCurdie must not only behave as
an adult but also keep his language within thesruleorder to possess any power at
all, while theAlice texts reject the possibility that the child caemexist without an
adult to articulate it. These narratives are gflegknenting with the linguistic
boundaries between sense and non-sense, stravmwagds a way of representing the
child on the child’s own terms, in the child’s ovamguage. And while the child in
the text may be approached, given freedom or gnever, these things can happen
only at the behest of the adult author. The cmlthnguage remains inseparable
from the adult who writes it; the child beyond te&t remains theoretical and

unreachable.



Chapter Four

Tom and Diamond: the child and death
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Turning now from the idea of the child whom thelautattempts to reach in
language, | wish to explore what happens whenideig of a child is placed in a
narrative which would have been familiar to a Vi@a audience, the child's death.
Death and the process of dying presents, for nagragimilar issues to those already
raised with regards to writing the child. Both Beyond language; there is a double
wall. The child death-bed scene is one recurreNtctorian literature: Dickens, for
example, perfected the art of the poignant, hesatbng child death sceneTine

Old Curiosity ShomndDombey and Sqrbut the image would also have been
recognisable as one derived from the many Victditamfort books” which
presented highly stylised scenes of dying childed@ased from the world into the

care of Heaven, and which were intended as corfdoliereaved parents.

Kimberley Reynolds and Paul Yates read the Victottaxtual desire to kill
children...as a way of keeping them and protectirgnthhalting the ageing process
and preventing children from becoming less perf€87). Slightly twisted echoes
of Blake’s account of the corrupting world can bad in the comfort book, as well
as an investment in the Romantic Child so compleitedeath was construed, as
Reynolds and Yates point out, as preferable ta#wgeneracy of growth (167). Sarah
Thornton points out, speaking about Dickens, thatrite the child is also to kill it:
“Paul, Nell and Em’ly...are caught by the pen in pose and labelled like
specimens in a jar and thus denied any other fdrexistence” (144). More
tellingly, Little Em’ly of David Copperfields first imagined by the narrator as
having died when still a child, implying “it woultve been far better for her to die
as an innocent child than to live to become a dgxaaring woman,” and then

suffers a textual death, banished from the naeatvAustralia (Thorntod45). The
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Romantic Child, that entity with which much Victan writing about children is
obsessed, was already perfected, and thus pogroveh was impossible. Death
often appears as the only narrative option to engwe preservation of that

perfection.

The Victorian comfort books, like Dickens’ novelgere potentially available to
readers of all ages, but their intended audiencethegrieving parents left behind,
and as Reynolds and Yates point out, they functidnecreating a discourse
intended to be consolatory, where the dying childree escaping a wicked world
and actually, in the words of Frederic Faber’s “Wieeping Angel” (1858Yike to

die” (cited in Reynolds & Yates 165). The preocdigraof these narratives was not
so much what occurred after death, since entrygavien was assured for the angelic
children who populate the comfort book, but howdi®a “good” death. The child’s
death in the comfort book is invariably sweet, giowanscendental and painless, and
is both consolatory and instructive for those lefhind. While Victorian narratives
written explicitly for child could function in thismode too, fantasy literature, already
concerned with articulating the unreal, actuallganpanied its fictional children

into death. As will be discussed later with regarthe “return journey” device,
Victorian fantasies (with the exception of thoselsas MacDonald'®rincesstexts
which are set in a hermetically sealed world frohach there is no route to the

“real” world) frequently engage with death in ordermagine the fantasy landscape.
It is through dreams and hallucinatory, life-thesang fevers that the child in the
text is transported to the alternate worlds of Wastathd, Tapestry Land and the land

at the North Wind'’s back.
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This chapter will examine two texts which undertédk@magine what lies after life
and to try and describe it: Charles Kingslejtee Water Babiesand George
MacDonald’sAt the Back of the North Win8oth these texts are set in a “real”
England, and both use death as the gateway intasiagithe Water Babiethrough
death itself, antNorth Windthrough a prolonged and ultimately deadly illness.
However, these texts are doing more than simplygushild death as a springboard.
With varying degrees of awareness, they interrotieeneaning and possibility of
writing death itself, in much the same way asAhee andPrincesstexts work to
expose the tensions in writing the child. Jughaschild cannot be intelligibly
articulated without the contaminating presencedofltdanguage, to write death in
these two narratives proves impossible. Eitherdagg breaks down and loses all
meaning, just as Curdie’s language does, or destbrbes articulated through its

opposite, life, in the same way that the child Alean only be written by the adult.

The Water Babietakes an ambivalent stance toward the possibifignowing

what happens after the child dies; the story iseustdod through a filter of the
evolutionary theories of the day and on one leael loe read as an account of Tom’s
“self-evolution” from a beast-like savage to a hunsaul, and rather more
nebulously, to “a great man of scienc&€hé Water Babie223). Tom’s “evolution”
takes place after he is washed out of his bodgly@mvns, and therefore knowledge
has both a scientific and a religious, baptismatsen this narrative. But this is a
narrative jammed with entities, especially aduksrcharacterised by ignorance
disguised as pseudo-knowledge, and such “factateathrown to the reader are
invariably nonsensical or wrong. While the narratiwice appears to make very

definite claims to know what happens to Tom andlltghildren, it is no more
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trustworthy than the characters it denounces aagvwoo misguidedThe Water
Babiesparodies the great nineteenth century scientélzagies yet also enacts a
debate within itself in which narrative exposesuh&ustworthiness of a narrator

who declares himself, however jokingly, the posseséthe:

one true,
orthodox, inductive,
rational, deductive,

philosophical, seductive,

logical, productive,
irrefragable, salutary,
nominalistic, comfortable,
realistic,

and on-all-accounts-to-be-received

doctrine of this wonderful fairytale (58).

The Water Babiesakes and then undermines its own claims to “kh@eorge
MacDonald’sAt the Back of the North Winsl far less ambiguous about whether
language can or cannot describe the child’s déattording toNorth Wind it

cannot, and a recurring motif of the narrativehist tof the failed linguistic reach
towards some kind of fixed meaning or articulatidrdeath. WhileNorth Wind
makes explicit a continual reaching towards anavarg back from the child on the
other side of deatfi,he Water BabieBides this cyclical gesturing inside a narrative
frame and voice that appears at least to be much comfident in the ability of
language to articulate what might lie after dedtie question most often posed

about this text is that of whether or not Tom thenmey sweep actually dies. Like
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the narrator oNorth Wind,the narrator oThe Water Babiesan be read as nodding
towards a second implied reader, an adult whotbeesgh the fantastic account of
Tom'’s “rebirth” or reincarnation as a water babygd@&ubsequent journey through
stages of what might be considered purgatory teaaén of sorts as a similar device

for allegorising the death of a child.

The problems raised by this seeming nod to themstateding adult, who despite the
narrator’s reassuring asides to the child readderstands that Tom is indeed
drowned, centre around the fact that the narrat@ts up adults in the story as
fundamentally mistaken and as sources of misleadifiogmation. Professor
Ptthmlinsprts is a figure who allows the narratosatirize some of the scientific
beliefs and practices of the day and their recapparticularly the public outcry at
Charles Darwin’©rigin of Specieshut also to make a claim about the moral danger
of scientific narrow-mindednesshe Professor is well versed in the theories of
Darwin, having declared that “apes had hippopotama®rs in their brains just as
men have”, which, the narrator comments, is a “wergng and dangerous thing, at
which everyone will be very much shocked” as “tine ¢rue, certain, final, and all-
important difference between you and an ape i$,yina have a hippopotamus major
in your brain, and it has none” (102, 103). Theaare voice is ironic; he tells the
implied child reader that “you may think that thare other more important
differences between you and an ape, such as belegaspeak, and make
machines, and know right from wrong, and say yoayers, and other little matters

of that kind; but that is a child’s fancy, my de§t02).
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That “child’s fancy” is, this heavily satirical tenimplies, the correct view to take.
Professor Ptthmlinsprts has gone, the narratotirooes,

| am sorry to say, even further than that, for &d tead...a paper,

which assured every one who found himself the betteviser for

the news, that there were not, never had beemewet could be,

any rational or half-rational beings except mernvémgre,

anywhen, or anyhow; that nymphs, satyrs, fauns, dwarfs,

trolls, elves, gnomes, fairies...angels, archangalss, bogies or

worse, were nothing at all, and pure bosh and \{@08).
In response to his pupil Ellie’s wish that therereveater babies and mermen,
the Professor gives her a “succinct compendiumsfdmous paper at the
British Association, in a form suited for the yofuthmind” and eventually, fed
up with her persistent questioningvalfiy there are no water babies, “answered
guite sharply — “Because there ain’t”; however norger has he done so than

he catches Tom the water baby in his collectortgh@4).

The Professor, according to the narrator, is gteesibsolute statements about
how the world is ordered and what is and is nositdes: in his paper, for
instance, he is reported to have said not onlyttieake “were not” any of the
following list of creatures, but there “never hagkh, and never could be,” and
not only “anywhere” but “anywhen and anyhow.” Thihaustive statement is
deflated by the very unscientific way in which fefessor sums up his
argument and his discussion with Ellie: that suelelis are “bosh,” and that
there are no water babies simply “Because there aline narrator confides in

the implied child reader that this reply “was neg¢e good English, my dear
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little boy,” colluding in their exclusive knowledg# the Professor’s
foolishness (104). The reader, however, is onlgrirthis secret because they
have been treated to a sort of sermon on the dafiévllowing the
Professor’s type of scientific thought too closélifie narrative supplies an
interruption from this implied child who objects tiBthere are no such things
as water-babies,” to which the narrator respondsw do you know that?
Have you been there to see?...no one has a righttthat no water-babies
exist, till they have seen no water-babies existivigich is quite a different

thing, mind, from not seeing water-babies” (47).

The narrator has an overt respect for the scientifnds of the day; Huxley,
Darwin, Owen and Murchison are among the namegrafdt men whom good
boys are taught to respect” and the narrator deslaimself sure they would
never make the Professor’s mistake of saying “Thanot exist. That is
contrary to nature” (48). However, the Professthiippopotamus major” is a
play on the hippocampus minor, which Owen declard@due to the human
brain, thus separating humans from simians, andwHuxley arguedvas
present in simian brains, and thus proved “the ssmlity of erecting any
cerebral barrier between man and the apes” (diteSitraley 583). That respect
is also tempered by a distaste or disapproval em#nrator’s part for what he

sees as science’s tendency to define humanity esanatomy (Straley 584).

The Professor, on catching Tom, exclaims “Whatgeaink Holothurian;
with hands, too! It must be connected with Synaptactually has eyes!...Why

it must be a Cephalopod! ” (105). He falls backloe same ploy used by the
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doctors who treat his ensuing madness; hidingiadan his real knowledge
(“real” at least within the narrative’s definitiom)ith an overwhelming glut of
scientific false knowledge. The doctors who traat Hiagnose his illness, in
“true medical language, one half bad Latin, theeotralf worse Greek” as
“Bumpsterhausen’s blue follicles” (109). The listtieeatments they prescribe
takes up four pages, and includes “Bullyings,” ‘Bafigations of sulphur,”
“Pure Bosh,” “the Poughkeepsie Seer his Prophesied™The distilled liquor
of addled eggs” (111, 113, 114). None of theseesrtcfor the Professor’s
madness has been caused by a fairy who punishebagtause he did not
believe in a water-baby when he saw it” by making tbelieve in worse
things” (109). The Professor’s sin, and that otladl scientists, is not just that
of narrow-mindedness, refusing to see what thednerteally like for “fear of
spoiling their theories,” but of covering up thgnorance with “long words”

(108, 109).

If adults cannot be relied on to provide truthfotlaaccurate information, then the
narrative itself cannot be trusted. It is narrdigd voice which takes care to
construct itself as adult, to speak down to thé&dal@ader in such a way as to imply
that the relationship is one of power in which tizerator not only supplies the
narrative, but anticipates the child’'s response&scam rebut them. “And of course
Tom married Ellie!” the implied child exclaims, which the narrator replies, “My
dear child, what a silly notion! Don’t you know th# one ever marries in a fairy
tale, under the rank of a prince or princess?” J22fts adult narrator wields such a
firm grip over the narrative that he is unwillingleave the reader’s reaction to a

reader, instead building the process by which treative is read into the text,
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attempting to exert authorial control over narr@tontent but also over reception
and interpretation. So there is a logical problanthis text, adults cannot
understand or explain, and yet the narrator isdait.al' he narrative supplied,
therefore, while continually making claims for knledge, and particularly the claim
to know what it is that happens after Tom’s “deathst therefore be similarly

limited and at a loss to account for what occurgdyery “adultness.”

Tom, like Diamond, falls ill, and in a fever, go#gswn to a stream to bathe. And
while the narrator is careful to point out to theplied child reader that the adults
were “utterly mistaken,” they still “found a blatking in the water, and said it was
Tom’s body, and that he had been drowned” (53). \#elly happened, the narrator
explains, is that “the fairies had washed him...im $lift river, so thoroughly, that
not only his dirt, but his whole husk and shelld eeen washed quite off him” and
Tom had become a water baby (54). This “real T@r€quated to the notion of a
soul when the narrator instructs the reader toiélelthe one true...doctrine of this
wonderful fairy tale; which is, that your soul makeur body, just as a snail makes

his shell” (58).

Tom is therefore able to retain some form of attesristence despite the destruction
of his physical self because his soul remains.grbeess he then undertakes in order
to “evolve” from his current status as “a pooiditheathen” who is “but a savage
now, and like the beasts which perish” is the altezgl journey of a soul towards
Heaven, a narrative device which echoes Dame/sie Comedya work which is

also important ilNorth Windas an insufficient account from one who has visited

afterlife (40, 58). Unlike Dante, however, who travels asra af tourist through the
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regions of Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, Tom maistely evolve, physically and

morally, until he is good enough to “go home on d&ys” with Ellie (222).

The “going home on Sundays” presents somethingagiaal issue. Ellie, the little
girl who teaches Tom to be better once he has maol&t. Brandan'’s Isle, home of
the water babies, appears to be dead: after fadlmbhitting her head at the seaside,

the fairies came flying in at the window, and kgbtiher such

a pretty pair of wings, that she could not helftipg them on;

and she flew with them out of the window, and a¥erland, and

over the sea, and up through the clouds (108).
Tom is eager to know where his new playmate goeSumdays, but, pressed to
explain what it is like, Ellie can tell nothing alidhe place, except to say that “it
was worth all the rest of the world put togethdr3@). Diamond, the protagonist of
At the Back of the North Windxperiences a similar inability to explain thehen
he visits. A paradox is operating here, where heavéeyond language, but death is
not. While these texts may be producing a propers@éin modesty and humility
which makes speculation as to the true nature afdreblasphemous or at least
spiritually arrogant, death, and in Tom’s casegptory, are seen as distinct from
heaven and therefore open to articulation. Thelprolraised by the acceptability of
describing death is that the texts have no languaggich to do so except the
language of life. This points to a reason for theility to describe heaven; there is
no appropriate language with which to speak abdwifibal and absolute barrier

from which there will be no return and which canhettainted with life.
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Even while Tom, having battled his way to the Otbed-of-Nowhere where Mother
Carey makes all the species in the world out ofvager and forced his old master
Grimes to see the error of his ways, is finallpaid to go home on Sundays with
Ellie, he is also simultaneously “quite alive, sare you, still” (142). Tom’s final
reward, after going home with Ellie “on Sundaysj anmetimes on weekdays, too”
Is to become “a great man of science” who “knowergthing about everything,
except why a hen’s egg don’t turn into a crocodileg one or two other little things
which no one will know till the coming of the Coc¢gaues” (222). So Tom'’s reward
for successfully evolving his soul from that ofeabt to a man and advancing
through the stages of purgatory is not to reachéreebout to receive life. His body
mirrors his evolution: whilst a sweep, he is ddsedli as resembling “a dead pig,” “a
black ape,” and “a small black gorilla” (9, 21, 28Yhen he falls into the stream, he
thinks “I will be a fish” but is reincarnated as ‘aft” (39). From that state he

evolves into a water baby, and then finally intadl man” (221).

Mother Carey explains near the narrative’s staat Trom is “but a savage now, and
like the beasts which perish; and from the beakisiwperish he must learn” (40).
This suggests that Tom, although similar, is nohgletely bestial, and therefore has
the chance of improvement. But it also indicated teath is not his lot, since he is
not a beast, who will die. The bestial part of Twmst perish, but he will live. The
crossing over into the realm of death is in fatasition to a better form of living,
one which assures life where his past existenteast-like little boy would have

led him to death. Ellie’s reward, which is heavemains outside the bounds of
language, and while Tom is granted a great futyréhé narrative, what becomes of

Ellie is never stated, other than the fact thatddesn’t marry Tom. Tom’s “death”
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is described in the terms of life; eventually hesath becomes life. Ellie, dying a
different death, and existing in a place for whiclre are no words, disappears from

the text.

The final scene it the Back of the North Windkes its inspiration from a comfort
book tableau: the peaceful, almost transcendertghtied of a child. The boy
Diamond, referred to throughout the narrative asd'G baby,” both as a reflection
of other characters’ assumptions that he “hadedddse” and as a pointer to his all
too obvious fate, is discovered by the narratom whtil this final point in the
narrative has remained an authorial voice, witltrgct participation in the story
(268). Climbing the stairs to Diamond’s room at ey top of his master’s house,
the narrator observes the following scene:

A lovely figure, white and almost as clear as atébig was

lying on the bed. | saw at once how it was. Theutht he was

dead. | knew that he had gone to the back of tinnand

(292).
What is at the back of the north wind is a landalihis perfect, heavenly, and
beyond all “proper” language. Like Ellie, who vssd similarly indescribable place
on Sundays, Diamond finds it “very hard to tell” atlthe land is like; but unlike her
he attempts to construct a language with whichamegive some account of the

place, since regular English will not do (91).

As this land is one which is behind and also thiotig North Wind, Diamond must
pass through her body, which is resting in a lahidebergs and mountains. The

North Wind to Diamond looks “dead at last” for gies so still and seems to



80

embody this Arctic landscape she resides in (89¢r‘face was white as the snow,
her eyes were as blue as the air in the ice-caeehear hair hung down straight, like
icicles. She had on a greenish robe, like the catothe hollows of a glacier seen
from far off” (89). Diamond must walk directly ugh her heart, into a “cold that
stung him like fire” until “he fainted and fell...[dhrolled over the threshold” (90).
It is not difficult to read this landscape of pingt ice and whiteness as one of greater
purity than the warmer world to the South, andghth through the heart of the
North Wind as the final purifying rite which thewdonost undergo to reach the
afterlife. This painful crossing over is a cleamstransition from the corporeal world
into the world at the back of the North Wind. Iresteof the purging fire which Dante
experiences, this is a state of such intense tadurning, and whereas “in
common faints all grows black about you, [Diamofedi swallowed up in

whiteness” (90).

Dante’sDivine Comedys an important source here; the narrative preseassone

of only two reliable accounts of heaven. He is nreed “Durante” in this narrative,
which means “Lasting, for his books will last asdaas there are enough men in the
world worthy of having them” (91). The narrator apehis account of what

Diamond experiences at the North Wind’s back bylarmg that “we have

different reports of the place from the most trustivy people” (91). The two
accounts he relates are those of Dante and the Kderanywritten by “a Scotch
shepherd who died not forty years ago”: James H8Qy Both of these, he says,
know more about the place than Herodotus, whodtesat the very beginning of
the story “had not got the right account of thecplg11). Why might Herodotus

have got the wrong account? According to the narréterodotus reported that the
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people who inhabited this land “were so comfortdabé they could not bear it any
longer, and drowned themselves” (11). Certainlg ttoes not tally with Dante’s
view of the heavenly afterlife, nor with Kilmenyhw found herself in “a land of
love of love and a land of light / Withouten sunpmoon, or night” (cited imNorth
Wind92). Both were unwilling to depart the land, bagturned there later in their
right times. Herodotus is of course a pagan, &jmestian author, and perhaps this
accounts for why a narrative with an implicitly @tian understanding of the

afterlife might discount his report.

On their return, all three adventurers in the &feestruggle to adequately describe
it: they find that words will not suffice. Danteysathat “Passing beyond the human
cannot be / worded, let Glaucus serve as simileti-grace grant you the
experience” (Canto 1, “Paradiso” 70-2). Kilmeny®ubly speechless. Her
experience is related by Hogg, who says that “Kilgnead been she knew not
where, / And Kilmeny had seen what she could nolade” (cited inNorth Wind

92). The description that follows therefore musttmereporter’s inference. From
Kilmeny’s fractured accounts the narrator of themattempts to assimilate an
entire vision. Diamond experiences a similar dotdilencing, as his story is related
through the filter of the narrator, who, in admmigfithat this is “the most difficult part
of my story” exposes the inherent problem in repnéieag another’s story (91). “And
why should | not know as much about this part asiabny other part?” he asks, and
answers himself that it is because “I could knowhimm about the story except as
Diamond had told it...[and] when he came back, hefbegbtten a great deal, and

what he did remember was very hard to tell” (91).



82

This point about the inability to sufficiently exgah or make understood death and
the afterlife raises two issues which are key$éortarrative’s position on death and
on the life of the child in relation to the adulvsd. To the implied adult reader,
these adventures with the North Wind and his staie strange land might have a
darker meaning, one that is only explicitly voicatte by his mother when he
awakes from his stay at the back of the North Wanfind her weeping over him
and sobbing, “Oh, Diamond, my darling! you haverbse ill!” (101). The North
Wind and Diamond’s night time adventures are tHribiaatory dreams of a little
boy who to an adult reader is dying, in the samg asgaTom’s aquatic journey might
be part of the afterlife of a little boy who hagdned. When Diamond wakes after
the North Wind's first visit, he is inclined to leye he has had a “curious dream,”
except that “it did not look altogether like a drég28). While Diamond is lost in

these vivid hallucinations, his parents’ employierd him apparently sleepwalking.

While on this level the story is one of an angehdd who brushes with death more
and more frequently until he is eventually takethi®land at the North Wind’s back
permanently, the text is engaged with a more coxmigue than allegorising the
child’s journey to the afterlife. In order to unkithe statement the text is making
about death and our ability to know it in any meagfful way, we must turn to the
importance placed on speech acts. Diamond findeak¢he same problem as that of
Dante and Hogg's Kilmeny: experience of the afterlor heaven, cannot be
explicated in any way that is comprehensible ta¢hwho have not been there.
Death is fundamentally beyond language, or, morggpéarly, it is beyond logical,
linear, “adult” language. The only words Diamona ¢aing back from the North

Wind'’s back are nonsense rhymes that are deriveebeheves, from the tune the
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river there sang. When his mother discovers a lmbokymes on the beach while
Diamond convalesces, she breaks off reading be¢thises such nonsense!” (110).
But Diamond insists she read it, and what he hsdamost the very tune [the

river] used to sing” (116).

But the narrator interjects to remind us agairhefuncertainty of words when he
notes that:

| do not exactly know what the mother read, but thiwhat Diamond

heard, or thought afterwards that he had heardv&$e however, as

| have said, very sleepy, and when he thought kenstood the verses

he may have only been dreaming better ones (116).
So itis only in a state somewhere between consoess and unconsciousness that
Diamond can hear the words the river sang, aneétivesds are unable to be reliably
related to the reader or even understood. Agamn#nrative uses a double silence or
filter to challenge the idea that words are whaytbay they are, or that they are
fixed in any way. The mother reads but cannot wtdad, Diamond hears and
understands but his account is untranslatablef@ddrrator himself is not even
confident that he has been told the original versioan “original,” stable version
exists, which seems doubtful. Later the narratits tes that it is his

own impression that every time when Diamond slegt and

remembered nothing about it in the morning, helteeh all that

night at the back of the north wind...[and] alwaysanihe woke

...there was a something in his mind...the last farsofinds of

the river...or some of the words of the endless shisgmother
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had read to him on the seashore...When he knew se&avaing
awake, he would sometimes try hard to keep hotti@fvords of
what seemed a new song, one he had not heard befogseng in
which the words and the music somehow appeared &bl lone;
but even when he thought he had got them well firdds mind
...one line faded away out of it, and then anothed, taen another

(124).

The true nature of the river’s song is “nonsen3@g words (if that is what they are,
for the text seems to point towards some compaoaiteer of meaning that is
simultaneously word, song, rhythm and light) do mean anything when taken
away from the place that exists after death, amta@tbe successfully translated into
adult language. However, as much as their repramtuptoves slippery to Diamond,
as he tries again and again to sing the song todfig brother, he derives some
subconscious or inexplicable meaning from theieess, as does the baby who gets,
we are told, “all the good in the world out of ittfough it was “such nonsense to
those that couldn’t understand it!” (126). Deathrat be understood, but in placing
Diamond’s account of the place alongside that aitBand Kilmeny, MacDonald
places the child alongside a select few who canecanywhere near an

understanding: the poets and artists of the world.

Diamond is ranked with the great artists as someapable of seeing truly into the
place past death, and this links him with those atgoable to experience death as
creation. Even the great artists, however, catetoivhat they find there. Diamond
is an innocent child, at least within the termsnmiocence described by the Victorian

comfort book: he is very literally too good for therld and so is taken back to
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Heaven. Throughout the narrative, when he is nttt the North Wind, Diamond is
engaged in heroically good deeds. He nurses thedfadbdrunken cabman and sets
him on the correct moral path through example,afrikis father’'s cab and earns the
family a wage when his father is ill, reunites aigg man supposed dead with his
sweetheart and saves the life of his friend Naheystreet-sweeper when she is
dying of fever. These acts, while appreciated, @elgm to encourage the general
opinion that Diamond is not intended for the wotid:is, the drunken cabman says,
“an angel come down on his own business” but &lsmny says, “not right in the

head” (180, 149).

This raises an interesting problem. On the one aisgosition agrees with the
comfort book ideal of the child who has a nearrmestspotential to reach Heaven
that the adult lacks, as a being inherently more pnd uncorrupted than the adult,
who has been irreparably spoiled through a longistence in the sinful world.
Certainly Diamond is cast in this mould. He is alsowever, a figure of experience
or knowledge. His journeys to the North Wind’s béeke given him an
understanding which others lack. His friend Nartog, tainted by the world, is also
given a dream by the North Wind, but she later dises it: “| never dreamed but
that one, and it was nonsense enough, I’'m suré3)(2¥anny is one of Diamond's
doubles; she functions as his opposite. DiamoritEsrgpts to explain to her about
the North Wind fail: Nanny “said she wasn’t sucftad as to believe all that bosh”
(49). Nanny is experienced in the wrong way; “wrbfay this narrative at least.
Like Blake’s experienced chimney sweep, she hasrtiggle in poverty and is too

worldly to believe in any kind of salvation. Dianms kind of experience arises
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from his worldly innocence and capacity to belielve;is the innocent sweep who

trusts in God.

The character of Mr. Raymond functions as anotherad Diamond’s doubles.
Where Nanny is his experienced child double, MrrRad, who is a writer of
poetry and fairytales, is his creative double. K@@ recognises Diamond’s special
qualities, until the unnamed narrator decides tergthe narrative frame at the very
end of the story. “| expect the child’s a geniubé poet said to himself, ‘and that’s
what makes people think him silly’”” (170). Mr Rayndy though he does not know
it, receives at least some of his stories direetyn the North Wind. Diamond in
some sense acts as his medium, singing songs wharip with the North Wind to
a sick lady, who will “never forget the meaningtkém; and... never be able to
remember the words of them” (288). Diamond int@lywunderstands the role he has
played in this exchange and Mr. Raymond’s closetee® North Wind’s land, for
he exclaims “If she sees them in Mr. Raymond’s haokill puzzle her, wont’ it?”,
recognising that Mr Raymond is a receptor andshedonduit of the North Wind'’s
“nonsense” rhymes (288). Mr Raymond is alignedraaréist with Dante and Hogg,
and unlike them he does manage to say something #i®North Wind, but he
does it unconsciously, and he does it in Diamontikl language. As

representation, it still fails.

By claiming for the child a knowledge that is slthomly with the world’s artists, the
narrative marks the knowledgeable yet innocentlokith adulthood. The artist is
someone who by definition is experienced in a Wy bther people are not. They
“see into the life of things”; and to be named #rstis almost exclusively to be an

adult (Wordswortilintern Abbey9). So by placing the child and the artist togethe
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in their ability to approximate an understandingleéth, the ultimate and final
experience, the narrative positions the child fguae who, like the artist, attempts
to make clear or articulate that which would otheeabe beyond articulation.
Recalling Blake’s introduction to tHg&ongs of Innocencahere the speaker
announces that he will “stain the waters clearhwiis “rural pen”, this placing of
the child and the artist at the boundaries of aepee carries with it its own denial.
The artist makes “clear” that which cannot otheeAds understood, but in taking the
inexplicable and attempting to render it in langriabat which is narrated is
irrevocably tainted or “stained” by the languageachiseeks to describe it. The
child, like the artist, the narrative claims, is@hbble to understand that which is not
understandable, but cannot translate that undelisiggmto narrative except as a

device used by the artist.

Diamond’s inability to sufficiently describe the vds he has learnt from the river at
the North Wind’s back in a way that has meaningafdults exposes the problem of
using the child as a holder of meaning in this wajreal” child cannot describe

this special awareness; and it is the adult whasap on the child the possibility of
its even possessing this awareness. Thus a crdizgoDiamond who does know
these unutterable secrets and attempts to comnterieam will fail, because, as the
narrator ofNorth Windultimately recognises, he is a child created ouhefadult
desire to know that which is beyond knowledge, tanill that which is beyond
language. A fictional child remains an adult comstiion, and his language taints just

as adult language does.
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There is a second problem facing this textual desiarticulate death, whicfhe
Water Babieshares. When a childish, nonsense language faitgaligibility, the
narrative turns to a language which is understtea|anguage of life. Life and
death and the slippery realm between the two cdmmseparated, and the two
opposites bleed into each other. Death becomesilbedan terms of life. This is
best understood by turning to an adult fantasy hioy¢he same author, written
much later in 1899.ilith concludes with a famous quotation from the German
philosopher Novalis: “Our life is no dream, busitould be and will perhaps become
one” (cited inLilith 274). One of the major philosophical concernkibith is to
explore this shadowy territory between what is bt reality; or rather, which is
the dream. The protagonistlafith, suffering like Diamond a near-fatal iliness,
experiences something which may or may not beftkéiée: a dream so strong and
beautiful that he awakes unable to tell if “thatlavaking also was in the dream” or

if he has “come awake too soon” (273).

Throughout_ilith Mr Raven, the custodian of the boundary betweenvtbestates,
refers to dying as a process of “waking” or “comalye” into death, a transition

into a reality that is purer and more real thantwirabelieve is living, and the
narrative is littered with those who have failedite “properly” or “wake” into

death. If that “waking” into death “was itself baudream, surely it was a dream of a
better waking yet to come” the narrator and protégfdVir Vane comforts himself,
“and | have not been the sport of a false visiarchsa dream must have yet lovelier
truth at the heart of its dreaming” (273). The dneaape into which the narrator falls
in his fever is reached through a mirror. This oritnoth does and does not reflect

back what it sees at certain moments. Sometimegdvie sees only his own
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reflection, and sometimes he sees in it the wildnt@ndscape of the other world.
Mirrors are doors but they also make doubles, hayg tlestabilise what may be
considered reality. Just as two mirrors oppositdhedher will produce an endless
proliferation of images, so the endless refractibthe narrator back and forth
through landscapes both mental and physical bligwdisvo together, until elements

from the dreamscape/afterlife are able to movdyfieetween both.

This doubling creates not only a fluidity betwe#ea &nd death, dream and reality,
but splits the self. Like Diamond, Mr Vane liesifilbed while he hallucinates. But
implicit in the two narratives is the idea made leipby the Novalis quotation. The
hallucinations, if that is what they are, are suintly vivid to cause their dreamers
to question which is the reality. This creates egaky two selves: one who
journeys through the outer reaches of experiendeoar who remains, as all good
children should, safely tucked up in bed. Mr Vamaon recovering, must wait until
he wakes “at last into that life, which, as a mother child, carries this life in its
bosom” (273). He is too old, too experienced tecedes his child-wife Lona who
awaits him in death, and must wait out his lifeaidond however is more recently
come from death, which is both a wild landscapeamadner world, and thus at the
end ofNorth Windfinds it all too easy to finally sever his knowleddple, spiritually

experienced self from his innocent and childistpooeal self.

This is on a most basic level the division betwt#enbody and the soul, itself a
double which is only one of a “proliferation of dtias: light and darkness,
consciousness and unconsciousness, positive aativeegnind and matter...good

and evil, Heaven and Hell, God and the Devil” (Heath 1). These dualities,
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Herdman notes, are a fundamental part of humareexis. We see both in the
exterior world and within ourselves endless po#dritir division, and this potential
is often thought of as being of particular intettesthe nineteenth century mind
(Herdman 1)The Picture of Dorian GregndThe Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and
Mr. Hydeare two later texts which come immediately to minoth are concerned in
different ways with man’s potential doublenesshwiite realisation, as Dr Jekyll
puts it, that “man is not truly one but truly tw(@r. Jekyll and Mr. Hyd&9) These
texts, however, are concerned with exploring thihigdorrors and explicating the
moral ambiguity of the division between good and, e in the case of Dorian
Grey, between outer good and inner evil, whichremesed within a human frame.
While the MacDonald texts are concerned with mauolity, in this case of the
body and the soul, the interest lies, following Mis; in how to re-integrate the two.
It is only in deathLilith argues, that the body and soul are reunited, andadtl

begins to live in a way that is more truly “redtian its earthly existence.

Novalis, who believed events of chance and miragk® the revelation of God’s
interference in the universe, and complementarattter than contradictory of the
laws of nature, finds that in miraculous words atiree words that bring something
out of nothing, a transformation or “flame” takdage which synthesises (if only
momentarily) two antithetical states: “body andlsbeing and non-being,
something and nothing” (Pfefferkorn 37). Novaliag®s the creative word of the
poet magician in the paradigm of the creative wair@od, marking this miraculous
event as the site both of a union between stais aransformation to a new state
(Pfefferkorn 37)Lilith andNorth Wind are concerned less with articulating the

poetics of creation, but the narratives take froovdis the desire to reintegrate two
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opposing states, and reframes this not as a desiras truth: one cannot be
successfully articulated except by speaking ofatier. To talk meaningfully of
death requires the language of the living, anddblgpses the division between the
two. It is helpful at this point to refer back t@Dida’s claim, as | read it, that
nothing outside the text can be reached or knowith Borth WindandThe Water
Babiesfind that language can do no more than gesturertisyar approach death,
through a variety of strategies. And yet both thesés are explicitly concerned with
what occurs in an afterlife. For death to remaithimithe text and avoid banishment
to the regions beyond language which cannot be showxist, it must be described

in terms of life, its double.

Mr. Raven articulates this ialith with his statement that the act of dying is not a
passive role, but one that must be actively untlertdy the dying person in order to
die properly and reach what lies behind the mifdying is in fact a creative, rather
than a destructive act, and reveals, in kalith andNorth Wind,a life or world

which is more “real.” The North Wind explains todiond, when he longs to return
to the land at her back, that he hasn't really seget. “What did | see then?” he
asks, and she replies, “Only a picture of it. Té country at my real back is ever
so much more beautiful than that. You shall seaé& day — perhaps before very
long” (282). She also reveals that the words tosthregs he heard the river sing, and
the boy-angels’ song, which he has failed to hailthpwill become crystal clear
once he reaches the land at her back. It is dtleettact that Diamond has not yet
encountered the “real” land at her back that hearday bring back scraps of rhyme
which are impoverished when compared to what hall§reheard. Death is framed
as an encounter with the real, and it is its “rea#i which accounts for its

unintelligibility.
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In bothThe Water BabieandAt the Back of the North Winthe narratives
encounter the same barriers to accurate representatheir attempts to write
death. While the question of whether or not Tons dieexperiences some form of
reincarnation is arguably far more ambiguous thamidnd’s transition from the
world, both narratives arrive at a position wheeattl or the afterlife is literally
unspeakable. The attempt to do so must resulfaiae either in language or in
authority. The controlling adult narrator ©ihe Water Babiegndermines his own
claims for power and knowledge in a narrative whaghelts are fundamentally
untrustworthy and ignorant, and when Ellie doesrarfrom “home,” the narrator is
as silent as she is about the nature of that pl@bere the adult fails the child can
perhaps succeed, but Diamond’s own language whadbrihgs back from behind
the North Wind can do no more than gesture looseixards the real meaning. In
absence of any other meaningful way to speak ateath, both narratives refer back

to life in an attempt to create meaning.

The child death, whether glorified in the comfoobl, or allegorised in the fantasy
narrative, occupies a strange position wherehbitt a common part of Victorian
narratives, and a thing which, like the child, catnipe truly written. Diamond’s
“childish” language fails just as Curdie’s doedlifg outside the limits of “adult” or
proper language, it cannot work as a communicaBotth narratives attempt a new
form of language which might allow the child to regent itself, and both ultimately
recognise that such a language is incomprehendib&ealternative, in both texts,
becomes to use the language of life in order tteveleath. Alice is defined and
ordered about by adult ciphers, and demonstraétdtia child is understood through
the adult. Just as the taint of the sign “adultireat be removed from the sign

“child,” death cannot be written about with refegito life in order to describe it.
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The two sign pairs work as opposites, without whilet other cannot be understood,
but the gap between each is also collapsed. | thes texts, the child is the adult,
death is life. The child, and its death, are coteépat cannot be imagined or
articulated without their polluting opposites, amden the attempt is made, language

disappears.



Chapter Five

Griselda, Jeanne and Hugh reach the limits of
fantasy: the return journey

94
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The “return journey” is a common motif of childrerfantasy; the child in the text
and, vicariously, the child reader, are alloweddoenture into unknown, wild, and
potentially dangerous territory and to be retursefdly at the narrative’s end to a
familiar setting. What the trip into a fantasticumknown world symbolises,
however, or what purpose it serves is difficulpto down. It is the fact of the
“return” to normality which renders this deviceambiguousThe Water Babieand
At the Back of the North Windhile using the journey into a fantasy or dreamldor
to very different ends, are both emphatic in thesistence that such a process is one
from which a return cannot be made. Fantasy iggenteof change. Diamond’s
circulations back and forth rehearse the returbelantually it is in dreamland or
death that he belongs, while Tom’s eventual antdliigmbiguous entry into the
world is as a man of science, a direct result sfnnoral and physical growth as a

water baby, and one far removed from his formerd$ a chimney-sweep.

The return, however, is problematic, since whatée®sons learned or social or
psychological concerns are worked out in the fantde child is returned to the
reality from which it came: things have not chandgearah Gilead, discussing this
problem of what to do with the return, wonders:
From the vantage point of the return, is the fantasocialising,
ego-forming expression of anxieties, fears or gmwes? Or is it a
stimulus to subversive desires or cognitions amtéea threat to
socialisation? Does the fantasy plot yield knowksdgpnsolation,
or moral significance and thus fit the conceptlofdren’s literature

as comforting and educative...Does the frame, aafe™s
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container, enable the fantasy to challenge the s@frmeality?”

(278).
The fantasy framed by departure and return to nlitgnmaay work in any of these
ways. What is consistent, however, is that theafsntvorks upon the child who
experiences it, and whether they derive growtheustdnding, moral awareness or a
safety-valve for antisocial desires from the exgaee, the return is made to a reality
that has remained unchanged. In this sense, whitithéantasy journey endorses
behaviour that is anarchic or desires which aranctsoned by society, or puts the
protagonist through challenges designed to soeialishe “real” world, the child
returning must remain in a reality which is fixddhey may choose to adapt or not,
but the world in which they belong will not adagpffit their transformative
experiences. U. C. Knoeflmacher notes that thed'decs and lady-like women who
dominated the field of Victorian children’s litevae” express something of a
paradox in their writing, since “the mode of faytadso freed the same aggressive
impulses that their fictions ostensibly tried tavdssticate” (14). He argues that
writing fantasy, for women such as Mrs Moleswowthpse textd'he Cuckoo Clock
andThe Tapestry Roothis chapter will discuss, was a way to “turn theim satiric
energies against the deficiencies or complacemdiasociety that frowned on

female anger” while outwardly functioning as names$ of socialisation (14-15).

This discussion will not take up that specific ssf female aggression, and nor do |
intend to take up any issues of authorial intergtdad | wish to focus on this idea
that fantasy, and the return in particular, wasag of allowing the child to covertly
escape social norms and pressures, and in doirtig sgist for a limited time in a

space unaffected by adult desires and meanindl &rxgue that the return actually
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amplifies the impossibility of achieving this, moerely through the very fact of the
return, in which the “real world” has the “last wigtas it were, but because, as |

will show, the fantasy cannot occur in a spaceelytiree from adult intervention.
Just as the adult is constantly and unshakeabbepteén the language, so the idea of
an adult presence is constantly present in thatnagr in the form of a guide or
mentor figure The presence of the adult in therretantasy sets limits upon to what
extent the child can have a truly anarchic andstnioted experience, since the adult
guide constantly explains, limits and instructs howroceed in worlds that appear

initially lawless.

Viewed in this way, the return journey into fanté®comes a cyclical gesture of the
sort thatNorth Wind, The Water Babiesd theAlice texts practise in language.
Instead of being worked out at the linguistic lelveWever, the return is made part of
a narrative, and enacts at the level of plot thé&ehing towards an idea of the child.
The return journey, in other words, is an atteroggrasp or articulate this “child”
through first setting up a representation of tred veorld, with the associated known
social structures, and then striking out from tlegiresentation of the real into a
representation of fantasy land, which may be gaetiyy rules of its own, but which
seems a strange and lawless place. It is in treeamtl unsocialised spaces of fantasy
that the child’s inner life might be explored, &hé idea of what a child might do if

free from adult rules pondered.

However, while this remains a theoretical possipilivhat actually happens in the
journey into fantasy is quite the opposite. Thédcisi accompanied by adult figures,

and while they may be helpful or downright useldssy still signal that it is
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impossible to imagine a child without a mediatinigila The return from this place,
therefore, acts in the same way as MacDonald’'sakitewns” in meaning, his gaps
between the word and the possibility of its beingerstood. The return is a retreat,
an admission that narrative fails just as langudags to say what the child really is,
that it will always be understood through the eged the idea of the adult. In
delivering the child safely back to the realityrfravhere it was taken, the return
proposes that there is no child who can be suadgssafticulated other than as a
socialised being, something understood througlathst culture that it inhabits and

which shapes it.

In Mrs Molesworth’sThe Cuckoo Clogkcharacters seem trapped inside repetitive
cycles of history, unable to act in ways that hasebeen previously rehear§ed
Change has a deceptive quality in this narrativehé opening description of the
house and garden to which Griselda is sent to live,

There was a colony of rooks in this old garden.r\édger year

they held their parliaments and cawed and chatt@nddussed,;

year after year they built their nests and hat¢hed eggs; year

after year, supposethe old ones gradually died off and the

young ones took their place, though, but for knaptimat this

mustbe so, no one would have suspected it, for topgearances

the rooks were always the same- ever and alwaysatine (he

Cuckoo Clock).

® For the following discussion of change, “seemiagt lack of change ifihe Cuckoo Clockam
indebted to Dr. Karin Lesnik-Oberstein and memloéthe Children’s Literature Master’s course at
the University of Reading. This potential readifigh® text was discussed in a seminar | particgbate
in on 12 November 2009
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The narrator posits that changeistoccur, for time passes and rooks are not
immortal, yet that italicisedsuppose”suggests that although the narrator is aware
thatboth the passage of time and the birth and deathosf are things thatfustbe
so,” the evidence of appearances, that the rooks {eger and always the same” is

almost more convincing.

The way things appear is more important in thisateve than the way they really
are. The description of the changing yet unchamgekis could serve as a sort of
blueprint for how the narrative works. While chamlgees occur, it is really only a
recycling of past established patterns. Nothingoeap, for a long time, the narrator
says, in the house and its garden, both of whieharibly old, until “one day at last
there did come a change” (Z2he change that comes is Griselda, a little girbwihs
been sent to the house to live with her two graatsafollowing the death of her
mother. Her arrival is a source of consternatiartte rooks, who try anxiously to
see “what was the matter...A little girl was the redtt(2). There is a sense that her
arrival is perhaps a threat to the property’s ungirag existence, but even this is
contained by the description of Griselda, who is

A little girl in a grey merino frock...all grey toger, even to her

eyes, all except her round rosy face and brightvhriair. Her

name even was rather grey, for it was Griselda (2).

Her potential for change, signified by her rosyefand bright hair, markers of her
youth, is limited by her strong association witk ttolour grey, with its connotations
of old age. Griselda is linked to the past not dnhthis, but through the memories

of the three old ladies, the “aunts” (who were Isetile much older cousins of her
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grandmother) and the old servant Dorcas. “We dr@dhere, missie. 'Twas time
something young came to the old house again,” Baeés Griselda, suggesting

that although she is “something young,” she issomhething new: that “again”

points to a repetitive history of which Griseldais unwitting part (5). Later Aunt
Grizzel tells Griselda that she is the third getienaof young children entrusted to
the aunts’ care, following her grandmother andfatrer. This insistence on
permanence and repetition is even echoed in thechpd the two aunts; Aunt
Tabitha, the quiet, passive sister, almost nevealspfor herself, instead acting as an
echo for her more confident and decisive sisténwds rather a bother to have to
always say ‘thank you’ or ‘no, thank you’ twice,tlisriselda thought it was polite to

do so, as Aunt Tabitha always repeated everytlinagAunt Grizzel said” (8).

The constant refrain of the aunts is how much seembles her long-dead
grandmother Sybilla: “The aunts looked at eachrothth a little smile. “So like

her grandmother,” they whispered” (8). This reskambte becomes all the stronger
when we learn that Griselda, like her grandmothas, a fascination with the cuckoo
clock in the drawing room. Her eventual discoveirthe magical cuckoo who lives
inside it and their subsequent adventures togethsrstrongly suggested, is a secret
that Sybilla also knew of. “Just what Sybilla useday,” whispers Aunt Grizzel,
when Griselda insists that the cuckoo is alive .(L3jer the cuckoo reveals to
Griselda, in a dream sequence of moving images 3iailla was sent from
Germany to live with the great aunts in England #rat the cuckoo clock was
made by her grandfather and gifted to her whercahee to England. “Griselda” is
of course not only a “rather grey” name, it is adsGerman name, and “Grizzel” is

the anglicised form of the name.
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Through their repetition of not only how much skheambles her, but of their hopes
that she may turn out “as good as dear Sybillagifas beautiful — that we could
hardly hope for,” Griselda is manipulated by hexagraunts into a reincarnation of
Syhbilla, curtailing the possibility of any differea or of an existence in her own right
(78). The change that “came at last” is not so nafahchange, it seems, as the
beginning of another cycle in a history that isgerébed, and Griselda’s status as
both a change and an unchangeable “version” aatesthe cyclical structure of the
narrative. The cuckoo himself, while for Grisellaagent of change and magic and
entertainment, is actually, says Dorcas, the gaokl tharm that keeps the house
safe and happy in an unchanging state. When tHeoudock stops after Griselda
hurls a book at it, in a rage at her arithmetic suthis portends for the great aunts
not just bad luck, but the cessation of any kinéutdre. Aunt Grizzel, in great
distress, cries: “What can be going to happen?clickoo clock has stopped” (23).
Without the cuckoo clock, they have no concepudidiife; or to put it more
accurately, the idea of a future, of change, isinkible to them because the cuckoo
Is constant, and represents complete, unchangmgnady. It has been in the house
since Sybilla’s arrival began the cycle of extreypath managed by age, and

without it, it is suggested, this safe and happyustis threatened.

That it is the cuckoo clock which is the key to threehanging nature of the house
and its inhabitants raises a problem if one offtimetions of the return is to be
understood as an escape or departure from thectegtmorms of the socialised
sphere which is inevitably an adult-constructedldidBriselda’s fantasies are

entirely orchestrated by the cuckoo, who is a d&fynite “adult” figure, and who
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consistently engages her in catechistical dialoglimeit not always successfully.
Although he takes cues from her daytime activitiesexample, her admiration of
the carved “Nodding Mandarins” in the drawing rodhe cuckoo retains absolute
control over what she experiences, acting as aegand protector, but also as the
mediator of her experiences (48). Unlike Diamond Ahce, Griselda is not allowed
any role in transporting herself, either during dagtime or at night, to the scene of
fantasy. There are no portals, such as the rabls{ And unlike Alice, she does not
have to figure out the rules herself, as the cudk@othoroughly reliable guide.
Unlike Diamond, she has no London to act as a epdhdt within: even her brief

walks outside on the terrace occur only on the sioceof auntly permission.

Griselda is a child who is entirely without agemayhe real world, yet the potential
for the fantasy world to be a release-valve forrttemtal pressure of a constrained
existence is suppressed too. The cuckoo’s conte loer extends even as far as her
physical movement. She can never understand hovs stensported, and neither
can the narrator — she is simply “here” one mirauté “there” the next, moved by

the cuckoo’s abilities. When it comes time for tereturn, she is never allowed to
see the way back, but is always put to sleep ineseay, so that she knows “nothing
more till she open[s] her eyes the next morningyvbnder “I believe the cuckoo
made me fall asleep on purpose to make me fanegsta dreamiVasit a dream?”

(63)

The return functions as a curtailing of experienué,to what extent does the fantasy
itself act as a controlling agent? Her adventupgsear to allow her to play out some

potentially dangerous fantasies; dangerous that their “adult” and experiential



103

implications. She attends a ball where she dandéstiwe Emperor of China. Like
Alice at the Mad Hatter’s tea party, Griselda Iswkd to participate in a surreal
parody of an adult ritual: here her Mandarin suaind his courtiers are life-size
nodding dolls who cannot speak. She also hasAlike, and like Diamond'’s friend
Nan who is tried out as a helper to the Man inMle®n, experiences of a more
profoundly fantastical nature: she is taken togaelen where all the world’s
butterflies paint all the world’s flowers; she vssthe lake on the Moon and looks
back at the Earth. As Sarah Gilead notes, therrehaty condone such unsettling
experiences by “officially resolving and fixing nreags” once safely back in a
“real” setting, but it becomes evident when considghow Griselda’s adventures
occur that even within the fantasy setting the magzof power lies with the adult

figure of the cuckoo (278).

The cuckoo not only hides from Griselda exactly Hwatransports her, he also
selects her adventures and accompanies her, gudohgdvising at all stages so that
she is neither terrified at the distance betweergrth and the “other side” of the
moon, nor does she inadvertently give offence ¢oktimg and Queen of the
butterflies. So just as the repetitive history dfieh Griselda becomes a part works
to thwart change, ensuring that she is transfirduer role, so the cuckoo’s presence
acts to preserve her as a child under the supenvifian adult. No matter how
potentially dangerous and profoundly strange ahdretordly her adventures, she
undertakes them as a child who is understood thrbeg relationship with the
cuckoo who acts both as chaperone and pedagoglitheseries of fantasies is
framed as a series of lessons. Indeed, the cuckefoan, “you have &erygreat

deal to learn,’and Griselda’s initial reluctance to learn the ¢asef obedience,
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points to a narrative which is overtly concernethvtihe importance of preparing a
child for subjugation beneath adult rule (49)slhbt until Griselda has internalised
this lesson, realised that “ita&l ‘obeying orders’ together” which matters and
submitted dutifully to the strictures of the autitat she is rewarded with the official
sanctioning of her new daytime playmate, Phil (194 narrative is resolved with
the two children established as friends and th&anicobligingly realising he is not
needed any more, bidding Griselda farewell in al*rdream: “merely a dream,

nothing else” (164).

Griselda’s very obvious lack of agency bears simiés to the experiences of
children in two other “return” fantasies. Alice’daentures and those of the two
cousins who find their way into Tapestry Land itrer of Mrs Molesworth’s
children’s fantasiesThe Tapestry Roomre both conducted under the supervision of
adult eyesWhile the cousins Hugh and Jeannie appear to ragdtieir own way to

a greater extent than Griselda, who is instructethb very adult-sounding cuckoo

at every turn where to go and also how to behdsg, are still guided by their own
“adult” bird, the mysterious and rather frightenrayen Dudu. Dudu does not
accompany them as the cuckoo does Griselda, duareomplete control over
Tapestry Land, and the final say in what happeesethnd who is allowed entry.
Given that Dudu is a French raven, it is temptmguggest that his name is a sort of

“childspeak” play on the French word for “God,” ‘@i.”

Certainly Dudu has a
godlike omnipresence and omniscience in TapestngLHe describes himself to
Hugh as merely the “guardian” of the entrance,dbs instructs him to whistle three

times should he require assistance. When a boabtls@ns are attempting to

" Thanks to my supervisor Harry Ricketts for poigtthis out!



105

navigate up a river runs aground and Hugh whisitlés not Dudu himself who
appears, but a fleet of frogs. Dudu is appareritly 0 control events in Tapestry

Land from some unknown and unseen position.

Alice too encounters adult figures and guides imdérland. The advice they give
may be meaningless or unhelpful (the Caterpillditection to eat one side of the
mushroom to grow taller and one to grow shortehauit indicating which is which
almost results in Alice’s annihilation), but theygadult ciphers, and behave in ways
which Alice instinctively recognises: “How the @tires order one about, and make
one repeat lessons!’ thought Alice. ‘I might asiMael at school at once”™
(Wonderlandr4). Griselda experiences a similar attitude fromckdo: when she

tries to point out a logical inconsistency in higianent, he cuts her off with an adult
evasion tactic Alice would have found familiar. ‘tNsense,’ said the cuckoo

hastily; ‘you've a great deal to learn, and oneghs, not taargue” (49). Dudu,

while never a subject of the text’s covert mockierthe way that the cuckoo and
Alice’s guides are, occasionally engages in pasiogiadult snarkiness. When Hugh
tells him he would like to throw a party in the ¢sfry room castle, “only,” observed
the raven, drily, ‘there is one little objectiontt@t.Generally— | may be mistaken

of course, my notions are very old-fashioned, eday — bugenerally,people give

parties in their own houses, don’t they?"” (43).

Dudu, as Jeanne recognises, is rather too frigigencharacter for mockery. His
inscrutable gaze and apparent ability to hear ¢hieny said makes him seem a
“wicked enchanter”: she tells Hugh that it's besbe “most frightfully polite” to

him, and even her father addresses him as “Mon8&iadu” with no trace of irony
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(35). While the narrator afhe Cuckoo Clockccasionally delights in pointing out
where the cuckoo tries to hide mistakes behinddaift authority, Dudu is above
such treatment. When he puts Hugh down, Hugh amddhrator assume a wounded
but fearful silence. While the cuckoo and the Woladel and Looking Glass Land
creatures mimic an authoritative but foolish adeg) Dudu represents a sterner
adult authority, one that is not necessarily “fditt maddeningly right. The cuckoo,
Dudu and in fact most of the characters populdfifanderland and Looking Glass
Land are therefore all parodies or versions oftaokethaviour, and their presence as
guides of greater or lesser degrees of usefulrmassygo the impossibility of

creating a space that adults are actually outldveed.

In bothThe Cuckoo ClockndThe Tapestry Roothe fantasy setting in which the
children find themselves seems to have an inteftedtion, however this might be
ultimately thwarted by adult presence, of allowanfprm of manageable experience
which is not (and should not be, these texts imalsgilable to the children in their
daytime lives. Both fantasies are ones to whictcthielren may return, but only at
night, andThe Tapestry Room particular makes it explicitly clear that theaw
states must be kept separate. When Jeanne andni&ejton the morning following
their first foray into Tapestry Land, Hugh is upgetiscover that although he can
remember the night’'s events clearly, Jeanne appei@/e no recollection of what
happened. It becomes clear that Jeanne’s appargetfiillness is, in fact, the
“correct” and safe way to deal with these adverstukéarcelline, Jeanne’s
mysterious nanny who seems well aware of the powfdtaidu and the tapestry
room, explains to Hugh that there is “two of evhmyg...and the great thing is to

keep each of the twos in its right plac&hé Tapestry Roodil 7). In a subsequent
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fantasy, Hugh is relieved to find that Jeannie deesember, but when he points this
out to her she explains, “You don't understandeiCh'm moonlight Jeanne, now —
when we were having the dolls' feast | was daylig@nne. And you know it's never
moonlight in the day-time....I don't exactly forgetid Jeanne, ‘but it spoils things

to mix them together”(128).

It does more than spoil things, as Griselda discowhen she befriends a little boy
in the aunts’ grounds. They decide to search fertiitrance to Fairyland together
and become hopelessly lost. When she announcésetheéship to Dorcas, the old
servant is horrified, for Aunt Grizzel “thinks &bys rude and naughty, I'm afraid,
missie” (The Cuckoo Clock23). What particular type of naughtiness it ig #hant
Grizzel loathes becomes evident when Griselda tevleat Master Phil still has a
nurse, and Dorcas considers, “Then he must be guitile boy, perhaps Miss
Grizzel would not object so much in that case” (128s a very little boy, Phil is
harmless, but as someone her own age, he posésrdiplcsexual threat to Griselda.
When Griselda announces this new friendship tathes, declares her intent of
maintaining it and flies off in a temper when ifasbidden, Aunt Grizzel is swift to
attribute blame. “Already,” she said faintly. ‘Skes never so violent before. Can
one afternoon's companionship with rudeness hagady contaminated her?’”

(125-6).

It falls to the cuckoo, as usual, to provide anlaxation, which he does in the form
of the dream sequence. Griselda is shown a scemediball in the old house, where
a young girl “was dancing with a gentleman whosesdgoked as if they saw no one

else, and she herself seemed brimming over witlthyand happiness” (72-3). But
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the next scene is of the girl’s funeral. The yogegtleman paces beside her coffin,
white with grief, and when Griselda questions herta about this scene, she learns
that he dies soon after of a broken heart, and bady son, her father, was sent to

the aunts. Griselda herself has recently lost darothis is the reason why she has

been sent to live with the aunts.

Dead parents are, in fact, everywhere in thesadwts. Sybilla is raised by her
grandfather as her parents are dead, and Hughtiscskve with Jeanne and her
family following the death of his parents. Jearséhe sole child in possession of a
full set of parents, but even they have more thanggestion of mortality about
them; her father is much older than her mothersafférs rheumatism. Dudu the
raven tells Hugh and Jeanne the story of theirsiocejust as the cuckoo shows
Griselda hers, along the way remarking that hermsesvhere in the region of three
or four hundred years old, and again it is a stitligd with dead parents and
children. The cousins’ great-grandmother Jeannegegat-grand aunt befriend a
little English girl while they are in their lateeies. This girl has lost both her parents.
She moves away and the young ladies marry, anddmeet with their English
friend Charlotte until many years later, when tley®ution has broken up their
family, and Charlotte is able to help Jeanne amdhbsband escape France. The
friends meet up once more, many more years latenvah three are old women.
Charlotte’s and Jeanne’s husbands have both diedlaively young men; Charlotte
has lost all her children and is herself on her ®ayth to die in a temperate climate

in the area where her baby daughter died.
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This sad history, and the history of Griselda’s fgmmakes clear the dangers of
marriage and childbearing. It is physically and gorally damaging, and while this
might be read as merely reflecting the realitiearohge where death in childbirth
and infant mortality was a very real possibilityyt Grizzel, at least, believes that
these threats are ones that Griselda can be ptgistieltered from through limiting
any real experience and interaction with “rude” $dyis difficult, however, to read
Aunt Grizzel’s desire to prevent or at least dékiselda’s entry into an adult
relationship as that of a radical woman who widiesgreat niece free from the
unequal power relations of sexual maturity. Gria&desson, emphasized again and
again, is to learn to obey, and to do her duty,iairsdthe successful mastery of this
lesson which signals that the fantasy may leaveaofd the process of forming real

friendships with other real children may begin.

Her name refers back to the “Patient Griselda’ystperhaps most well-known for
its appearance in Boccaccidse Decameronwhere a young wife
uncomplainingly endures heartbreak, humiliation egjdction at the hands of her
husband, who merely wishes to test her patiencesanske of duty; having done so,
he honours her as the ideal woman and all endslialseems thathe Cuckoo
Clockhighlights sexual relationships as a source of dgnta women, but rather
than propose a radical rejection of the role oevahd mother, Griselda must be
sheltered for as long as possible in a state afdence from what is ultimately
inevitable. Her lesson of obedience enforces hsitipa within the text and within
the family structure as the newest element of atryge narrative. She will, one day,
have to endure the deadly pains of childbirth gssher grandmother and her mother

have.
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In a similar way, the narrative ®he Tapestry Roomsists on an absolute
separation between the “dream” Jeanne and Hughthand‘real” counterparts. Just
as Griselda may dance with a Chinese emperor ifatitasy realm but must not
play with little boys in the “real” worldThe Tapestry Rooattempts to provide
symbolic release and experience in fantasy whitddopging innocence as long as
possible in reality. In Tapestry Land, the cousiosas the parents of a strange little
family that includes Houpet the chicken, Grignam tiwtle, and Nibble the guinea
pig, with Dudu as an omnipotent and often unseeteptor. Jeanne and Hugh even
act out an unwitting parody of the genteel famthpk, walking arm in arm together
in stately procession while their “children” walkHlind them in obedient pairs. This
behaviour is not, however, to be condoned in teal*rworld, where the children
instead play with dolls and make mud pies. The ahistory which Dudu tells
them functions in the same way as the cuckoo’snisequence: it shows the

disastrous and inevitable consequences of adulthood

Both texts appear to share on the one hand thisf lbleat fantasy, as a separate

world to which the child may journey through someain-like state, should be a
place where unsettling issues may be worked oturduoles tried on and

impossible desires acted upon, but also where gnmuxeis presumed. The return to
the “real” is a return not only to an adult-regaelthsite where lessons learned may be
demonstrated, but to a place where innocence daty sannot be taken for granted,
where the children must actively perform as chitdreorder to preserve their
threatened childishness. The barrier between thenorlds is in this sense absolute,

as the safety and inherent innocence of the fantaslyl authorizes behaviours
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which are entirely inappropriate in the real, amel ¢hild’s return fixes this: “By
placing the fantasy ‘outside’ or in the subconssjauch endings can support the
stark rationalist oppositions of reality versustéay, adult versus child” (Honeyman

126).

But on the other hand, the narratives point tari@ossibility of separating the two
worlds, and by extension, of separating the fialarhild from the adult. Instead of
creating sealed off worlds in which Griselda, Jeaand Hugh can safely play and
express themselves, the adult, “real” world to \Whiwey belong seeps through into
the fantasy, contaminating it with the same powdations the children are faced
with in their daytime world. The cuckoo and Monsi®@udu are for all practical
purposes adults. Their relationship to their chauigehat of adult to child: they
order, teach, scold, and patronise, and they ratasolute control over what the
children may and may not do, but they are more phstrfigures of control. Without
the protection and knowledge of the cuckoo, Grizealild be completely at a loss
as to how to behave in the worlds she encounterthowt Dudu, Jeanne and Hugh
would remain run aground in their boat, trappe@apestry Land. Both sets of

children would know nothing of their family history

This need for an adult chaperone and guide shiomiseien in the spaces of fantasy,
however distinct from the “real” world they appé¢aibe, the child’s safety cannot be
assured. Far from functioning as a place of anarfteedom and adventure, the
child’s experiences, no matter how wild and sutremrist be authorised and
mediated by an adult cipher. Fantasy is not, isg¢hexts, a “safe” place for children

to be, any more than the “real” world is safe. Presence of the adult signifies that
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innocence cannot be presumed for either spaceaambtbe presumed for the child,
but it also signifies the inability of the child adictional construction to exist free
from the adult. The return journey device foregmaithe same issue as the fictional
child death: the paradox that while the child cdrbesuccessfully imagined or
written completely free from the authorial tracelod adult, this close proximity to
the fictional child does not allow the adult bekkaowledge of a theoretical real

child, but instead increases the distance betwsamn.t
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Conclusion

“I am real!”
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Just as Alice insists upon her independent existentside of the Red King'’s
dream, so a whole chorus of critics, parents, ta&Gisocial workers, doctors and
policy-makers will and do protest that real chiliddo exist and that the child is not
merely a textual entity. And of course | cannotdi®e: there are children. Karin
Lesnik-Oberstein makes a remark in the introductoo@hildren’s Literaturewhich

| feel I need to borrow: “Let me be clear: | ammim sense disputing the visible
presence of new-born or young human beings” (18¢. doncern of this thesis has
not been to disprove the existence of childreroa@emonstrate that the only child is
a fictional one. It has been to show that althowghcan know that there are real
children, we cannot talk about the real child. vddeliberately left “the child” out
of that list of critics who might object to thisrfoulation of children’s literature
theory, because my intention is to highlight thaggse lack of a dissenting child’s
voice. If children, as they undoubtedly sometimesrdject how children’s literature
defines them, decline to collude with the text’ shauity or refuse to identify with
the implied child reader, they cannot make thebeensive moves within adult-
constructed fictions or criticisms. It is only asudt construction such as Alice who

can say “lamreal!”

Jacqueline Rose has observed that “If childrantgoh builds an image of the child
inside the book, it does so in order to securecHilel who is outside the book, the
one who does not come so easily within its gragp”If is this attempt to “secure”
and fix the “real” child which | see as the movébwaware of, which reveals the
inherent inequality of power between adult andcthfiall children’s literary
criticism is fundamentally concerned with “Howftnd thegoodbook...whichever

way it is dressed up,” as Lesnik-Oberstein maistaive must ask “good favhich
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child?” (Children’s Literature5). This is a question which should be unanswerable
It would be a naive critic who described the exsaxct of real reader for whom
Catch-22was ideal, and yet, Lesnik-Oberstein observes,

Because it is assumed that children can be unaelsto known,

the problems that adult literary criticism engagéh seem simplified.

To put it crudely, children’s literature criticisuses the idea that adults

know how children think and feel to ‘solve’ the ptems that adult

literary criticism struggles with precisely becaitse not sure it is

easy for people to know or understand how anotbesgnm thinks or

feels Children’s Literature 6).

As Perry Nodelman and Rose argue, the concept of iadiem is an apt metaphor
for children’s literature, since “children’s fictidhas a set of long-established links
with the colonialism which identified the new womdth the infantile state of man”
(Rose 50). Children’s literature, says Nodelmanghhbe best characterised as that
literature which works to colonise children by pexding them that they are as
innocent and in need of adult control as adultsld/bke them to believe”The
Hidden Adultl63). As well as these obvious parallels of powestection and
control, colonialism shares with children’s litared the assumption that its subjects
are unable to speak for themselves, and must bes@bout by practitioners who
are by definition outside the field. The Orientahmnly be spoken by the
Orientalist; “the children that children’s literagupurports to address must be the

children of shared adult wisdom” (Nodelmahe Hidden Adull65).
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The fundamental difference, of course, is thatabeples who were once pinned
beneath the colonial gaze have since turned tlzat lgack. Colonialism has become
a subject to be deconstructed by those who weseiliects. It is arguable that this
can never be possible for the subjects of childrétérature; in order to become a
practitioner and critic of the literature whichisth for and about them, children
must grow up, and write, as adults, for a memorthemselves. Whether writing as
authors or critics, “Childhood, and a childlike poof view are...constructs of adult
minds that adults work to impose on children, irt pg means of children’s
literature” (Nodelmarmhe Hidden Adult93). The only possible child about which
we can know anything is one articulated by an adiié “real” children, the ones
whose existence we cannot deny, will always rerbayond the text, unreachable
and unspeakable; in this sense they are Derritssree, the “nothing” which is

outside the text.

Wholly imaginary, these children outside the texyrbe real, but for the purposes
of children’s literature and criticism they are yptteoretical; an encounter with
adult language would irreparably taint them. Defgyto Derrida again (he is
writing on empiricism, but invokes his famous captgen of the trace): “It is the
dreamof a purelyheterologicalthought at its source. purethought ofpure
difference...We say théreambecause it must vanistt daybreakas soon as
language awaken¥\[riting and Difference51). While the “dream” or thought of a
pure child is possible, in practice it contains tfaee of its other, the adult.
Nodelman, who has engaged Derrida and childretesature before, explains that

“the childlike can be constructed and explained/amlrelation to that which it is
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not,” or, we understand “child” because we cantp@siult” (The Hidden Adult

2086).

But Derrida is doing something more serious thamiifying what appears to be a
human habit of binary thinking. Language, Derridgss makes pure difference
impossible. Consequently, the child contains withthe trace of the adult; when an
attempt is made to write the child, the adult carreogot rid of. In the first chapter
of this thesis, | briefly sketched an outline o implied child readers, which there is
a very strong sense of, in all my selected Goldge #&xts. What all the texts have
in common is the way in which the narrative credtésimplied child reader:
through the construction of an adult narrative goathich hail the child reader
directly. A variation on this voice, which is fridly, comfortable, even
conspiratorial, is present in all eight texts, andn while it invites collusion, it
speaks as an adult to the child, in the voice tiaity. The narrators address the
readers as “my child,” “my little man,” “children’iny good little Englishman” and
suggest or instruct constantly: “shall we?” “youuddn’t have,” “you shouldn’t,”

“would you like to?” and so on.

This adult, “auntly” voice is a familiar part oféhVictorian children’s narrative, and
yet it has faded out of children’s literature.itigers in Edwardian literature in the
works of Nesbit and Kipling, but is almost entiralysent in later twentieth century
children’s books. What this points to is more thameflection of changing tastes and
a tendency to view the Victorian auntly narratoaa®ndescending, rather twee
device. The term “Golden Age of children’s litenatimarks a sustained period

where, for the first time, works of a substanteaddth were produced for and seized
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by a child audience, and which appeared to relyeroorimagination and fantasy
than overtly educative tendencfes.also marks the rise of the children’s literatur
smash hit, the narrativélice in Wonderlands the most obvious example) which

was read by thousands and enjoyed a highly vigiblbdic success.

Written in this first flush of the popularity ofélhgenre, | read in these narratives a
profound self-consciousness and self-interrogaticthe practise of writing for
children. The voice of the adult narrator — didactéiuthorial and jarring, breaking in
on the plot to address the reader — serves asiademThe narrative is being
written, and it is being written by an adult, ahd tadult narrative voice constantly
draws attention to this fact. Rather than encoutahgeeaders to lose themselves in
the book, these narrators are on guard againssegidto prevent, the utter
dissolution of the discursive artifice. When therator ofNorth Windcomments

that it will be hard for him to tell exactly whaappened at the North Wind’s back
because “I do not know enough about it,” he callshee implied reader to notice the

artificial nature of narrative, to consider thasicreated by an adult authority (91).

These texts are united by the shared self-consansestion of the adult narrator,
and by a related theme, which the adult narratorbeaseen as working to expose.
The narratives all enact a debate about the ptissitiii writing a child, of whether
this is a goal which can be achieved or even diskl the texts discussed here,

from the first Romantic construction of childhodaldugh to Mrs Molesworth’s two

8 It can be and is, debated whetfiie Water Babiesseorge MacDonald’s fantasies and Alige

texts were actually intended exclusively for chidéhders. Leaving aside irresolvable questions about
authorial intention, | locate the intended audieincehe implied child reader, having doubts as to
whether any Victorian gentleman would read “my déte man” as an address to himself. See Lila
Marz Harper’s chapter “Children’s Literature, Saerand FaithThe Water Babi¢sn Children’s
Literature: New Approachdsr a further discussion of this issue.
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return fantasies, carry within them an awarene$oofsseau’s conception of the
child as original, as pre-fallen, as a point ofifguand innocence which the adult can
somehow return to and access. This child is notariy of the texts, something that
may be taken for granted, but rather a construetioich must be questioned. As
Wordsworth and Hartley Coleridge demonstrate thinaihgir attempts to address
this child, even if such a child does exist, itslge in a space which the adult can
never approach. The Romantic child, even for Woadtw the man who is so often

cited as its author, remains beyond the adult @ydrtod communication.

To render the child communicable, to talk to andwalit, the adult must “stain the
waters clear” as Blake shows. The children ofSoagsffer a different
interpretation of “innocence”: it means to lack iwiedge and awareness. His
innocent children are simply unaware that theyexigerienced. To live, in a world
that is created by and for adults, is to be expegd, even for the child. It is this
proposition which | read the Golden Age texts apoading to and attempting to
work out. To varying degrees, all attempt to creedelds and spaces and even
languages from which the adult is banished, andevtiat theoretical innocent child
might exist unimpeded by adult language. Atiee and thePrincesgtexts attempt
this at the level of language, whildhe Water BabieandAt The Back of the North
Windtry to free the child in death, afithe Cuckoo ClocandThe Tapestry Room
use the parallel fantasy world. Not all of the sezdén be said to be “trying as hard”
as othersThe Water Babieglidactic narrator andihe Cuckoo Clock overt lesson
of obedience create narratives which ultimatelyssd adult control, while George
MacDonald and Lewis Carroll’'s texts make sustaiagempts to imagine a child

that is “really” free.
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| have referred to these efforts as “circular’ sr‘amoving towards” this idea of the
free and innocent child, and these terms are apptegdor what | see as a continual
approach or reach for “the child,” this conceptethis also an impossibility, an
absence sitting at the heart of each text. Whitdd @ames very near this absence,
they cannot actually reach it, cannot grasp “th&lthand pin it down. Its very status
as absence, as a thing which is not, precludesnt being reached. It exists as an
ideal perhaps, but as my reading of the texts shihv@smoment “proper” language
touches this ideal, it ceases to be the child @uwdimes the adult. The problem of
writing the child is that it imotreal; for all Alice’s protestations to the contrashe

still “goes out” when the creative authority of tharrative “leaves off” his story.

This thesis has unconsciously mimicked the circalaves which the texts rehearse,
gesturing towards a problem, an absence at the diecnildren’s literature criticism
without actually touching it. | am all too awareathin making the claim that we have
no way in which to speak about the child withowtaking our own adultness and
tainting the child, | have proposed no solutioand similarly aware that in exposing
how criticism supposes knowledge of child readeisfarces those readers into the
standardised category of “child,” | have had tali® same for the term “adult,”
proposing a unitary concept of adulthood whichngle-minded in the ways it sees
and speaks of children. The relationship of povetwieen the adult and the child is
culturally and naturally inscribed, and it is im®® sense a necessary one. This
relationship will not deconstruct itself as othemwer relations have: children will

not have their post-colonialism, feminism, queeotly or Marxism. It is the fact

that as adults we not only have these fragmentdeadless ways of writing
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ourselves, but the power and the cultural capatala so that makes me feel less

uncomfortable with my very crude homogenisatiomaddithood.

| realise now that | have imitated not only thecalar structure of the texts, but also
their self-conscious voices: | am constantly pressmarrator, announcing my
intentions just as the narrators of the texts ddndth cases this is the trace of
uncertainty. Children’s literature is now an estidd and respected genre, and its
twentieth and twenty-first century practitioner®ahnone of this sense of unease
with writing the child. Alan Garner and Susan Cagjp@ana Wynne Jones and more
recently, Phillip Pullman, have all produced fagts children which is complex,
challenging and above all supremely confidentsrahility to speak not only of
children, but from a child’s point of view. Thenattured, powerful narratives,
rampaging through myth, canon, point of view, adigg postmodernism and history,
do not rely on the voice of a narrator to intercbdeveen the child in the book and

the child which is imagined to be outside of ittlas Golden Age texts do.

I highlight this confidence because as critics as@dults we should be aware when
claims to know the child are made, and proceed eatition. Doubtless others will
take issue with my formulations and they will arggainst them; they will have
both the right and the ability to do what the chiltsks not. What this thesis has
demonstrated is that Victorian children’s fantasxt$ were alert to the problems of
writing the child and actively engaged in a delzegt¢o whether the fictional child
could ever, or should ever, approach the real cAddcritics of children’s literature,

we need to bring to our readings the same awaremessensitivity.
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