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In some recent  crit icism of books for children from t he lat e Vict orian and
Edwardian period, t here is a t endency t o set  up an opposit ion bet ween
fant asy and realism when discussing t heir represent at ion of  nat ure. This
crit icism o4en focuses on what  is perceived as a general t endency on t he
part  of  children’s writ ers in t his period t o idealize and romant icize
childhood by depict ing children or childlike f igures leading an idyllic life in a
rural environment . Because such represent at ions do not  appear t o
reflect  t he realit ies of  emerging democracy in what  had become a
complex indust rial and urban societ y, t hey are seen as backward looking
and as evading t he “t rut h.”

Jacqueline Rose, for example, in her book The Case of Peter Pan, or the
Impossibility of Children’s Fiction (1984) maint ains t hat  children’s f ict ion
perpet uat es a not ion of  childhood and of t he relat ionship bet ween
children and t he nat ural world t hat  runs right  t hrough from Rousseau t o
Alan Garner. This not ion, she argues, project s ont o t he child an idea of
childhood innocence and inst inct ive cont act  wit h t he nonrat ional,
nonverbal world of  nat ure t hat  is what  adult s want  children t o have.
Writ ing of  Alan Garner’s lat er work, she remarks:

The child is placed in a rural communit y of  ironsmit hs,
st onemasons and agricult ural labour. Here—in moment s of
recognit ion uncont aminat ed by indust ry or lit eracy—t he child
reads oB from t he land, t he eart h and t he sky it s own t rut h and a
nat ure which would ot herwise perish. . . .

In Rousseau, educat ion preserves nat ure in t he child, and it
recovers nat ure t hrough t he child. In much t he same way,
lit erat ure for Garner gives back t o children, and t o us, somet hing
innocent  and precious which we have dest royed. . . .

(44–45)

[End Page 211]

For Rose, t here can be no such t hing as children’s f ict ion, because t his
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idealizing is not  a t rue represent at ion of  what  childhood is like, but  an
adult  remaking of  it  in it s own image, which const it ut es a kind of
oppression.

The view t hat  children’s books, by t heir very nat ure, cannot  deal wit h
realit ies is also expressed by Humphrey Carpent er in t he “prologue” t o
Secret Gardens: A Study of the Golden Age of Children’s Literature (1985),
t hough he approaches it  from a diBerent  angle t o Rose: “All children’s
books are about  ideals. Adult  f ict ion set s out  t o port ray and explain t he
world as it  really is; books for children present  it  as it  should be” (1).
Furt hermore, we f ind t hat  as Carpent er’s popular and readable (if
cont roversial) st udy progresses wit h chapt ers on individual aut hors, t he
mixt ure of  lit erary crit icism and biography he employs conveys t he st rong
impression t hat  t he classic writ ers of  children’s books were not  idealizing
but  evading t he “real” world in t heir work. Almost  every one of  his
subject s—which include Charles Kingsley, Lewis Carroll, Richard JeBeries,
Kennet h Grahame, E. Nesbit , James Barrie, and A. A. Milne—is seen as
t urning t o writ ing as an escape from some inadequacy or unhappiness in
his or her own life. It  is t his, as much as any desire t o explore t heir creat ed
worlds, t hat  appears t o int erest  Carpent er about  t hese writ ers.

He says, for inst ance, of  Grahame, “He wished t o revisit  childhood
because of  t he possibilit ies it  oBered of  Escape” (120). What  Grahame
apparent ly want ed t o escape from was his wife Elspet h, who “poured
out , in t he bad poems she wrot e in large quant it ies, her resent ment  at
his coldness and neglect  of  her” (152). In his endeavor t o escape,
Grahame creat ed The Wind in the Willows, which Carpent er considers a
fine achievement  because, “Of all t he Vict orians and Edwardians who
t ried t o creat e Arcadia in print , only Grahame really managed it ” (155).

Again, New Hist oricism has right ly drawn t o our at t ent ion t he
import ance of  st udying t he t ext  in relat ion t o it s cult ural cont ext  and t he
condit ions of  it s product ion and consumpt ion. In a New Hist oricist
reading, t ext s such as The Wind in the Willows and The Secret Garden can
also become somewhat  suspect , because t hey are seen t o perpet uat e
myt hs about  Englishness in t heir represent at ion of  nat ure and count ry
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The represent at ion of  nat ure in The Wind in t he Willows and The Secret  Garden, t he
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t he inner family of  The Wind in t he Willows, as shown above, discret eness is likely.
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int egrat es t he group meaning of  life.
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