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The so-called “lit t le books” of  Beat rix Pot t er are ironic on any number of
count s. First , alt hough t hey are physically small, t heir moral dimensions
are quit e large. Far from being simple t ales of  runaway bunnies and
kit t ens, t hey are miniat ure novels of  emot ional weight  and dept h. Their
miniat ure size (most  were published in t he familiar 10 x 14 cm size) is
decept ive. The small size suggest s small readers, but  complexit ies of
vocabulary and synt ax suggest  a more adult  audience was int ended t o
be part  of  t he readership as well. And alt hough t he small size may seem
appropriat e t o a child reader, any small child knows t hat  larger format s
are easier for less-coordinat ed hands t o manipulat e. The miniat ure size
appeals more t o t he adult  idea of  what  a child’s book should look like,
rat her t han t he child’s own ideas. The illust rat ions t hemselves provide
furt her ironies: not  only do t hey o en make ironic comment s on t he t ext
it self, but  t he very fact  t hat  quiet  past els illust rat e st ories of  greed and
near-deat h is ironic.

But  perhaps t he great est  irony in t he books can be found in Pot t er’s
use of  domest ic space. In book a er book t here is at  t he very least  an
ambiguous t ension regarding t he pleasures of  home, and at  t imes home
it self  becomes as perilous as t he wilderness. Wildness and wilderness
t hreat en t o invade and t ake over (as in t he t ale of  Mrs. Tit t lemouse), or
t hey t hreat en t o burst  out  of  seemingly safe domest ic spaces (as in
Peter Rabbit).

In some ways we ought  not  be surprised by Pot t er’s ambiguous
feelings regarding domest ic spaces. Even as sympat het ic a biographer
as Lane f inds herself  using such phrases as “unnat urally lonely” (18) t o
describe t he young Pot t er and “silence and blankness” (37) t o describe
Pot t er’s early adult hood. Pot t er’s life was const rained by daught erly
dut y t o an ext ent  ext reme even by lat e Vict orian st andards, and some of
Pot t er’s [End Page 204 ] let t ers suggest  t hat  she herself  was not
unaware of—and was unhappy wit h—t he nat ure of  her family life. In a
let t er t o Norman Warne, apologizing for her inabilit y t o visit  bot h him and
his mot her, she writ es, “I hardly ever go out , and my mot her is so
exact ing I had not  enough spirit  t o say anyt hing about  it . I have felt  vexed



wit h myself  since, but  I did not  know what  t o do. It  does wear a person
out ” (qt d. in Linder 151). She was t hirt y-six at  t he t ime.

Her books, however, gave her not  only t he physical means of  escape—
royalt ies being used t o purchase Hill Top and some nominal freedom
from family pressures—but  also as a means of  expressing, as much as she
was able t o express, her own rebellious feelings. Her imaginat ive
working-out  of  t his rebelliousness generally t ook t he form of t he
port rayal of  domest ic space as dangerous and t hreat ening, as can be
seen in a number of  her works.

Jemima Puddle-Duck (1908), for example, for all it s delight ful humor of
bonnet ed and shawled ducks, is a rat her dour look at  t he di icult ies of
mot herhood and domest ic life. Jemima is a barnyard duck, kept  for her
abilit y t o lay eggs. But  t he farmer’s wife does not  permit  her t o sit  on
and hat ch her own eggs, for she is not  t o be t rust ed t o brood t hem
correct ly, as even her sist er-in-law acknowledges. Jemima has enough
mot herly inst inct  and enough wild duck le  in her, however, t o want  t o
find her own secret  spot  and raise her ducklings herself. The conflict
bet ween her wild and her domest ic sides leads t o not hing but  grief  for
Jemima, and her search for a safe domest ic space leads only t o deat h.

In t his book, t he illust rat ions are t he source of  most  of  t he ironic
comment ary, alt hough t he t ext  it self  is a small mast erpiece of
underst at ed irony. In an early illust rat ion in t he farmyard, we see t hat
Jemima has at t empt ed t o hide her eggs under some rhubarb leaves, but
t hat  t he farmer’s son has found and collect ed t hem while his mot her
looks on...
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