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Abstract 

 
In contrast to sanitized portrayals of death today, ideas and behaviors surrounding death 

permeated Victorian and Edwardian culture in Britain. The Industrial Revolution brought disease 

and dangerous work conditions to England, which elevated mortality rates, especially among 

children. The middle- and upper-classes engaged in elaborate and expensive funerary practices, 

while the working-class rarely had the time or money to openly grieve for extended periods of 

time. No matter the economic or social standing, death practices presented the dead in open 

caskets, usually in the home, and grief was not hidden as it often is today. Children in these 

years, spanning from the beginning of Queen Victoria’s reign in 1837 and ending with the start 

of World War I in 1914, were familiar with the physical aspect of dying. Authors of these 

periods sometimes used this physical aspect of dying as a vehicle for presenting the act of 

psychological death in their stories for children. J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and The Little White 

Bird are placed in historical context and analyzed to understand how Barrie used physical death 

to represent psychological death, or loss of childhood, in his works. I include examples of 

Victorian authors Charles Kingsley, who wrote The Water Babies, and Lewis Carroll, author of 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland to suggest Barrie’s use of physical and psychological death 

was not an uncommon theme in Victorian and Edwardian children’s novels.  
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Process Analysis Statement 
 

This thesis has been developing in my mind for years, albeit in a slow and chaotic way. I 

am thankful for the opportunity to finally share my thoughts in a coherent medium. The process 

of actually creating my thesis, however, was one of the most challenging tasks of my 

undergraduate years.  

First, before I could start researching or writing, I had to sit down and try to channel all 

my thoughts into one solid idea for the initial thesis proposal. I knew I wanted to talk about 

Barrie, but what about him? As a history and anthropology major, I have a lot of interest in the 

history of death practices and ideas surrounding death. The idea finally clicked: I could explore 

how Barrie’s work reflected ideas about death in the Edwardian period. The Edwardian years do 

not get a lot of publicity. They are often swept in with the Victorian era. I thought I had a really 

good idea here and expanded on it by including Kingsley’s The Water Babies and Milne’s 

Winnie the Pooh as examples of how Victorian and Post-World War I authors portrayed death in 

their works. The thesis was meant to be a comparison piece. 

I spent the first few weeks of my last semester at Ball State reading the children’s books, 

taking notes, and researching what other scholars had to say about death in children’s literature. I 

had a relatively easy time finding sources about modern and Victorian literature, but had a harder 

time pinning down anything Edwardian. I realized I had to write those research results myself. 

While this seemed daunting, it was also exciting. It certainly was not the most intimidating part 

of writing my thesis. 

The worst part, by far, was actually starting the writing process. I met with Professor 

Dalton biweekly when I was researching but moved to weekly meetings when I started writing. 

Talking openly and honestly with my advisor about my worries and goals was one of the most 
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important parts of writing my thesis and is something I recommend to any student in a similar 

situation. She told me to write and write badly. Horrified, that is what I did as I wrote a section 

of my project every week. Suddenly, the haunting, blank white page did not look so bad. I wrote 

a little every week. It looked awful, but Professor Dalton provided feedback every week, which 

ultimately helped me when it came to editing.  

Another difficult aspect of writing my thesis was staying passionate about the topic. I 

never would have thought about this prior to starting the project. Once I started, however, 

research and writing quickly became a task I had to complete. Somewhere along the way, I 

started getting bogged down in details. I no longer remembered what inspired me to write about 

this topic in the first place. This sentiment became the most apparent when I started writing 

about Milne and Winnie the Pooh. I summarized the work and could not find a way to tie it to 

my argument. Then, I realized I hardly knew what I was trying to argue. Upset and dejected, I 

voiced my concern to my advisor, and she suggested alternate routes and talked with me about 

my passion for Barrie. I left the meeting feeling excited. I knew exactly what I wanted to write 

for the first time in the semester and, most importantly, I had found my passion for my project 

again.  

I ended up cutting out the portion about Milne. I changed the focus of the paper from a 

comparison to focus on Barrie specifically. I still included Kingsley and added Lewis Carroll’s 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, but I used them to put Peter Pan in historical context, to 

show that Barrie’s use of physical death as a vehicle for psychological death was not uncommon 

in the Victorian and Edwardian periods. I mention this period of stress, sadness, and horror in my 

thesis process because I find it reflects one of the most important aspects of research. One should 

not try to force sources to support an argument. Instead, the argument should change as one 
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researches. My original idea did not work because my sources did not support my argument. 

Instead, I took a step back and realized a better argument had been sitting in front of me the 

whole time. I learned an important lesson--always be flexible and open to new ideas when 

researching, and never be afraid to change the focus of your work if the sources bring new 

conclusions to light. A thesis would not be a learning opportunity if I had known everything I 

wanted to write from the beginning.  

One of the most satisfying periods of writing my thesis was making final revisions. 

Piecing all my work together into my first draft was an enormous relief and it filled me with so 

much pride in myself. Years ago, during my first week of college, I cried over writing my first 

written assignment, which was a one-page journal. I was afraid college would be too hard 

because I feared I could not write. Now, looking at the many pages I have written for this 

project, I am amazed at how far I have come as a student. This project represents my gradual 

growth over the past four years, and I am proud to say I only cried a few times when writing this 

thesis.  

The long hours of reading, writing, and revising were, in retrospect, wonderful. They felt 

overwhelming at times, but when I completed a section every week, I felt relieved and excited 

that I was finally writing down thoughts that had been brewing in my mind for a while. Finishing 

my thesis was one of the most rewarding moments of my undergraduate years. My hard work 

and wandering thoughts had finally been worked into something coherent, and into something I 

loved. I could only rely on myself to teach and create this project, and for that opportunity I am 

eternally grateful. I see it as a product of every research and writing skill I have learned over my 

four years of college courses. It was the first step in what I hope is a long line of passion-driven 

research projects. I can only grow from here.  
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All Children Grow Up 

My favorite home video is of my younger sister, Cerridwen, babbling at the camera as a 

baby, while I babbled in the background about Peter Pan. I am positive I had a great book idea, 

inspired by some dream, and would be wildly successful now if anybody had gone past the baby 

to listen to my four-year-old genius. Alas, my prize-winning ideas were lost to time.  

When I was thirteen, I bought a green notebook and wrote on the first page, “This is a 

book for all things J.M Barrie and Peter Pan.” I thought I had to write it when I was young, 

before I grew up, before I turned fourteen. Fourteen is, after all, when a girl really grows up. 

Barrie’s brother, David, died only a week before his fourteenth birthday. Little James, later 

nicknamed Jim or Jimmy by the boys who inspired Peter Pan, dressed as his dead brother and 

imitated David’s whistle to comfort his bereaved mother. I think the seed for Peter Pan might 

have been planted then. David Barrie would never grow up. He never reached fourteen.  

I, however, did reach fourteen. My teenage years were as emotional and full of passion as 

any other young girl’s. I scoured the internet for information about Barrie and Peter Pan. I read 

the most boring biographies (although I cannot say I finished many of them). In my search, I 

borrowed Andrew Birkin’s The Lost Boys from my local library and could not put it down. This 

led me to Birkin’s website, jmbarrie.co.uk, where I spent many late nights deciphering 

handwriting from letters, notebooks, and everything in between, just to get closer to what I now 

call the “Barrie Circle.” This circle is wide and infinitely complex, involving the Llewelyn 

Davies boys, the du Mauriers, and a number of prominent Victorian and Edwardian authors. I 

counted Birkin in this circle, too, although he caught the tail end of it.  

In September 2019, I found myself in Wales, staying at Birkin’s house with my mom. 

This sounds like a massive jump, and it was. Bored to death at work in the summer of 2019, I 
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emailed the jmbarrie.co.uk website and offered to help transcribe any documents that might need 

uploaded. The website was created about two decades ago and had hardly been touched. To my 

surprise, Birkin emailed back, and after Skype calls and email correspondence, I decided to fly 

out with my mom to help revive 

the online Barrie database. I 

spent a week at Birkin’s and did 

not do a lot of work. The three of 

us talked for hours about 

everything under the sun. This 

included Barrie, 

of course, but also discussions 

about life and death. This trip 

shifted my view of the world 

entirely, and for a moment, 

 I felt like a small part of that 

Barrie circle I had admired and  

idolized for a decade. 

Inspired by my passion for the subject, Birkin redid the outdated website and started 

uploading new material. There is always a mountain of documents to transcribe, and they wait 

for me to visit them when the chaos of my senior year dies away.  

So, this thesis is a product of a childhood obsessed with Disney’s Peter Pan, teenage 

years dedicated to reading Barrie’s work and scouring used bookshops for old editions, and the 

years as an undergraduate in college, where I finally started reining in my interest with the desire 

Fig. 1. Me beside the Peter Pan statue in Kensington Gardens taken by Chris 
Kennedy Nixon, September 2019 
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to create something from it. It is really no surprise I ended up studying history. I should have 

known when I discovered my love for old documents. My time in college has taught me many 

things, including skills that make me feel I can finally do something—albeit something small— 

with years of passionate research and reading.  

I hope that best-selling story lost in my childhood returns one day. In the meantime, I 

present here a study that includes a multitude of my interests, expanding beyond Barrie to 

include the works of Lewis Carroll and Charles Kingsley. Barrie ties childhood closely to death 

in his work, perhaps a result of his brother’s haunting death at a young age, and I have always 

wanted to explore this further by comparing Peter Pan to other children’s literature, to see if they 

talked about death, too. Thus, on a cool autumn day, a year after my trip to Wales, I decided to 

use my senior thesis as an opportunity to finally explore my curiosity.  

I think of this as an extension of that green notebook I bought when I was thirteen. This is 

a space to explore J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan, and everything in between and beyond. It is also a 

space to explore what Peter Pan means to me. It is my hope that my thoughts present new ways 

for children and adults to enjoy Peter Pan by realizing what I came to understand when 

researching Barrie: Peter Pan is ultimately about death. The high mortality rates of children in 

the Victorian and Edwardian periods subjected children to the reality of death quite often. 

Children’s familiarity with physical death allowed Barrie to use it in his works as a vehicle for 

psychological death and the potential in rebirth. Peter Pan is an interesting character because he 

exists betwixt and between, choosing to remain in a transitional space between physical and 

psychological death. While this concept seems morbid to modern minds, it was not an 

uncommon theme in Barrie’s lifetime.  
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Death in Children’s Literature 

In the twenty-first century, the thought of inserting the topic of death in children’s 

literature seems morbid. For roughly the past fifty years, America and England have sought to 

keep ideas about death far from children’s minds. Many consider children to be too young to 

understand the concept, or, if they do understand, it might disturb or upset them. In the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, children often faced the reality of death in their daily lives.  

Infant mortality rates were high, mothers often died in childbirth, people lacked proper medical 

care, and disease was rampant. In the seventeenth century, books such as James Janeway’s A 

Token for Children, Being an Exact Account of the Conversion, Holy, and Exemplary Lives and 

Joyful Deaths of Several Children presented children with ideas of death within the Christian 

context. In the eighteenth century, as readers will read below, sentimental Victorian authors often 

wrote about death and dying in children’s literature. After 1900, explicit references to death 

became less popular, and were instead indirectly included in fantasies (Swenson 402). 

Psychologically, it is unclear which method is more beneficial to children. A “general 

reluctance” to talk about death with children strongly persists today, despite the advice of child 

psychologists to give clear, honest answers to children’s questions—even when they are about 

death (Swenson 404).  

Gibson and Zaidman further explore Swenson’s ideas of the “taboo” of writing about 

death in children’s literature. Books such as Janeway’s A Token for Children were written to 

save children from damnation upon their early deaths. However, as infant mortality rates 

decreased and British and American culture underwent social and religious changes, authors 

stepped away from presenting death in children’s literature in such a dramatically religious way. 

Instead of focusing solely on death, authors started including death within a larger framework in 
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their books. Throughout the years, the portrayal of death in children’s literature has remained 

inconsistent. We do know, however, that as death moved out of the home and into hospitals 

toward the middle of the twentieth century, it also moved out of children’s books (Gibson and 

Zaidman 232). In the past, authors presented death in children’s literature to help them cope with 

concepts that were hard to grasp. People died around them all the time, and they, too, feared their 

own deaths. Parents presented stories of death and dying to children to pass on their values and 

to protect them, and as years passed and child mortality rates dropped, the sanitization of death in 

modern British and American culture transformed the values parents sought to pass on. Now, 

parents find it less important to press their values and understanding of death and instead present 

magical stories about birth and life. While some recent books that address death frankly do exist, 

they are certainly not the norm (Gibson and Zaidman 233). 

Death, however, is present in many children’s classics. It is a recurring theme, even if it is 

“implicit, metaphoric, subterranean” (Grilli 211). Grilli argues that classic children’s books are, 

in fact, about death. From the nineteenth century on, children’s books from the Western world 

not only functioned as entertainment, but as prose that prompted philosophical reflection from 

young and old audiences. 

 In comparison to people who lived in the latter part of the nineteenth century, modern 

American minds have a limited and narrow-minded “everyday vision, perception, or concept” of 

death (Grilli 213). Children’s books from the past do not only focus on the physical act of dying. 

Instead, they focus on adventure, mystery, and exploration of the unknown. The adventure is a 

progression from innocence and childhood toward a successful adult life. In the past and in the 

modern world, Western children’s books generally teach children how to be successful adults, 

teaching them the rules of society and civilization which they must know before growing up. 
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Grilli points out that nineteenth century authors’ stories feature characters passing through “the 

unknown, the uncivilized, the outside, the forest, the animal kingdom, the underground” in their 

adventures (Grilli 213). To realize true human nature, we must accept our fear. By passing 

through these scary places, we must leave what we know behind. This, according to Grilli, is a 

death in itself, and what I argue is a kind of psychological death. Authors of classic children’s 

books write metaphors for deaths that are not really deaths, but necessary transitions that we all 

face, and that connect us as human beings (Grilli 213). Children’s books grapple with human 

fear of the “Other,” or things that seem alien and foreign to us. Dying, then, is necessary in 

stories in order to shed societal norms and to explore the “otherness” that children must face 

before they grow up. (Grilli 214). It seems bizarre worlds and characters are presented in 

children’s books to show them who not to be. They showcase the value of emotional maturity, 

responsibility, and strong morals, so that when it comes time for children to grow up, they 

already have a foundational understanding of what it means to be “good” in the face of trials and 

tribulations. 

Death in Victorian and Edwardian England 

 The Victorian Era spanned Queen Victoria’s reign of England, beginning with her 

coronation in 1837 ending in 1901, when she died. The Victorian period is easily imaginable to 

the modern American mind. Its romance and extravagance are the backdrop for many modern 

television shows, movies, and books. Those who lived in this age saw great technological 

discoveries, economic growth, and industrialization. Literature began influencing more people as 

reading became more prevalent among common British citizens. Reading was no longer 

confined to the wealthy, thanks to compulsory education and technological advances in printing. 



                                                                                                                                            Harris 10 

Victorian novelists blended Romantic subjectivity with eighteenth century-Augustan objectivity 

to create works based in realism (Myers et. al). 

Death rituals were an important part of early-Victorian life, especially for middle- and 

higher-class individuals. Mortality rates were high in this period due to the rapid industrialization 

of Britain, which produced urbanization and increased pollution. Close-contact living spaces 

brought higher chances for the spread of disease and medical care in the Victorian era was 

inadequate in treating unrecognized illnesses on such a large scale (“Infant and Child 

Mortality”). Funerals were lavish and expensive. They were carefully crafted to display the 

wealth of surviving relatives. One of the most famous funeral processions during this time was 

that of Duke of Wellington in 1852, where a magnificent funeral procession paraded through the 

streets of London (Bedikian 37). While early death was quite common due to high mortality rates 

during this period, death was treated in a dramatic and emotional manner by surviving relatives. 

Widows had an especially dramatic, drawn out experience, as they were expected to follow strict 

mourning practices that lasted for years following their husbands’ death. Many funerary goods 

were created in memory of dead loved ones, including decorative plates, paintings, and other 

likenesses that reminded those who survived to remember their loved ones and the inevitability 

of their own mortality (38).   

Funerals looked different for working class individuals. Children in this social class suffered 

most. The industrialization of Britain not only led to urbanization and pollution, but a growing 

divide between classes. People became severely impoverished, and children were often exploited 

for labor. The Report of the Medical Officer of Health for the City of London in 1849 suggests 

the death rate for children under five was around thirty-three percent in some parts of London. In 

Kensington, where wealthier families lived, more than one-thousand children died in a year. In 
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Islington, an area nearby, the number rose to over two-thousand infants and children (“Infant and 

Child Mortality”). Without money to pay for a proper burial, the dead were given a “pauper’s 

funeral,” where the body was buried in a communal grave without ceremony.  

No matter the economic standing or social status of an individual, the death of a loved one 

was a personal and sentimental experience. In working, middle, and upper classes, family and 

friends often washed and dressed the body, and funerals were held in the home of the bereaved. 

Beyond the decorative plates and paintings mentioned above, mourners also kept locks of hair of 

the deceased. When the technology of photography developed, people began requesting post-

mortem photographs of their dead relatives. Post-mortem photography was most popular for 

deceased children, because few or no photographs existed of them in life (“A Victorian 

Legacy”). Behavior and ideas surrounding death changed very little as the Victorian era 

progressed and eventually led into the Edwardian years.   

The Edwardian Era began in 1901 after Queen Victoria died and Edward VII became 

King. He reigned for only a short period of time, as he died in 1910. The Edwardian Era, 

however, often extends to the start of the First World War in 1914 (“Edwardian Life”). Because 

his reign was so short, cultural change from the Victorian period was minute. Social classes 

looked much the same. Capitalism enriched many and the poor worked hard for low pay 

(“Victorian Era Edwardian Era Comparison 1901 to 1910”). Meanwhile, Edward VII openly 

enjoyed a lavish lifestyle. He kept numerous mistresses, gambled, and kept company with men 

who had earned their impressive wealth from trade (“Edwardian Life”). Fashion from this period 

suggests the king’s love for leisure extended to Britain’s upper class. Comfortable and casual 

clothing emerged among the upper class, as they mirrored the king’s behavior in enjoying lavish 

lifestyles and leisure activities, such as sports. Science and technology continued to develop at a 
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rapid pace, much as it did in the Victorian era (“Victorian Era Edwardian Era Comparison 1901 

to 1910”). 

Much like the early years of the Victorian era, social status had much to do with grief and 

mourning in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain. The complex nature of mourning rituals 

among the middle and upper classes allowed people to mourn and accept grief throughout an 

elaborate set of funeral rituals, such as the aforementioned long grieving periods, elaborate dress, 

post-mortem photographs, and memento mori pieces. The working classes, and the poor 

especially, were not always allowed the opportunity to grieve in the same manner, because they 

did not have the time or money to do so. Instead, they had to contain their emotional experiences 

(Strange 143). The working class was familiar with death due to high death rates among 

children, and lack of extensive funeral rituals portrays them as stoic and fatalistic to many 

modern historians. Strange argues that these things do not necessarily represent “apathy or 

dormant sensibility.” Instead, grief was “intensely private and often ephemeral to external 

observers” (144).  

 By the late nineteenth century, mortality rates were declining as medical care improved. 

If the family could afford it, the sick were cared for in hospitals and if their health did not 

improve, they passed away there. For the working class, however, death stayed within the home, 

mirroring the personal funeral rites of the earlier Victorian period (Strange 145). Strange 

suggests Edwardians experienced diverse expressions of grief, finding “symbolic expression” 

through burial rituals, gesture and memory, and the “private negotiation of feeling” (147). When 

working class families washed the corpse at home, it reinforced the reality of death. It also 

allowed family members time to reflect on memories of the deceased while evaluating their own 

lives. Working closely with the dead acted as an affirmation of life for the living, all while 
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instilling a fear of death (Strange 153). Working class families were especially familiar with 

people dying at young ages, which allowed them to “contextualize and rationalize responses to 

death” while maintaining internalized sadness and grief (Strange 149).  

 Children “of the streets,” who were homeless or poor, became familiar with death early in 

life. When people died at home, their corpses remained there until they were buried. It was 

custom for children to visit households of the recently bereaved to view the body (Strange 145). 

In fact, adults encouraged children to view displayed corpses to introduce them to death. For 

some children, the act of viewing the bodies of unrelated deceased individuals provided a source 

of entertainment, especially when the deceased were children. When they heard of a death in the 

area, children knocked on doors in search of the corpse (Strange 155). Strange’s research 

suggests children, especially those who belonged to working class families, had an insatiable 

curiosity about death and sought to understand it by exposing themselves to the dead as often as 

possible. For children and adults, funeral rites--no matter how elaborate--were used to separate 

the living from the dead, creating two distinct worlds that contained each separately.    

Common Threads 

 Children’s familiarity with physical death during the Victorian era is showcased in 

several works from the period. Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies is one example of a 

children’s book that focuses on the death of a child as a main plot point. Kingsley (1819-1975) 

was an Anglican priest, professor of history, social reformer, novelist, and poet. At various 

points in his life, Kingsley was Regius Professor at Cambridge, tutor to the Prince of Wales, 

Chaplain to the Queen, and Canon of Westminster. He was passionate about reconciling the 

Church with science, spent time with natural scientists in Victorian society, and was a proponent 

for Darwin’s theory of evolution (Hale 7). He publicly criticized inhumane labor practices in 
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England and lectured on sanitation, pollution, and the degradation of cities (Donoghue). 

Kingsley combined his passion for lecture, Darwinian thought, and nature in his novel The Water 

Babies, published in 1863. In the novel, Kingsley lectures on the possibilities of nature and the 

existence of creatures beyond imagination, all while showcasing the dangers of child labor in the 

life and death of a child mistreated and overworked in the dirty streets of the city. Overall, The 

Water Babies reconciles scientific thought with moral and religious education, and critiques the 

very real reality of child labor, uncleanliness of cities, and early death in the Victorian era. 

The Water Babies features a ten-year-old chimney sweep named Tom, who works 

grueling shifts and is constantly dirty. His master, Grimes, is cruel and always drunk. One day, 

on a job in an upper-class home in the country, Tom encounters a little girl named Ellie. He is 

misunderstood as a thief and chased out of the house, across the grounds of the house, through 

the woods and its scratchy undergrowth, over a stone wall, and through an array of unfamiliar 

growth found in the countryside. This description goes on for a while, showing the increasing 

stress on Tom’s poor, dirty, overworked body. “I wish it was all over,” adds the narrator, “and so 

did he” (Kingsley 32).  
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At this point, he is lost and delirious from 

lack of food and water. He stops briefly at a 

schoolhouse in a nearby town, complaining to the 

woman there that he hears church bells. She explains 

there are no church bells, as it is not Sunday. He 

cannot rest easy in the space provided to him by the 

woman at the schoolhouse and, sick with a fever and 

delusional, he wishes to wash himself before the 

service he still believes to be approaching. He leaves 

the place that does not offer rest to find water in 

which to wash himself. He obsessively chants “I 

must be clean, I must be clean,” until he suddenly 

finds himself beside the river he had been admiring from afar during much of his trip into the 

town (Kingsley 37).  

The water is enticing and beautiful. The river sings to the boy, drawing him nearer: 

 

Clear and cool, clear and cool, 

By laughing shallow, and dreaming pool; 

Cool and clear, cool and clear, 

By shining shingle, and foaming wear; 

Under the crag where the ouzel sings, 

And the ivied wall where the church-bell rings, 

Fig. 2. Tom with the Irishwoman, illustrated by Mabel 
Lucie Attwell from: Kingsley, Charles. The Water 

Babies. London, Raphael Tuck, 1915. 



                                                                                                                                            Harris 16 

 Undefiled, for the undefiled; 

 Play by me, bathe in me, mother and child. (Kingsley 29) 

 

He watches the fish and slips further into a state 

between sleep and consciousness. “I will be a fish; I 

will swim in the water,” he says, and repeats “I must 

be clean, I must be clean” (Kingsley 38). He sinks 

into the water, and the sound of church bells gets 

louder. Within minutes, Tom falls asleep, “into the 

quietest, sunniest, coziest sleep that ever he had in his 

life” (Kingsley 39). The narrator explains he fell 

asleep because the fairies took him.  

Grimes soon finds Tom’s sooty body in the 

water. It is a black “thing” mourned by the living, but 

the narrator explains that it was merely a “husk and shell” (Kingsley 51). Meanwhile, Tom is 

transformed into a “water baby,” a small fish-like creature. He is happy and clean and goes about 

a series of small adventures that develop his moral education.  

The cruel master, Grimes, and the little girl, Ellie, also drown. Like Tom, Ellie becomes a 

water baby. Grimes, however, is punished at the end of the world for his misdeeds in life 

(Kingsley 84). Tom shows forgiveness and compassion to his former master, and as a reward, is 

returned with Ellie to live as humans on land.  

 The novel is presented as a children’s book, yet it holds many ideas that seem mature to 

modern minds. One of those themes is the death of a young child. Kingsley does not present 

Fig. 3. Tom with the fairies, illustrated by Mabel 
Lucie Attwell from: Kingsley, Charles. The Water 

Babies. London, Raphael Tuck, 1915. 
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Tom’s death as a sentimental event, though Grimes and the schoolteacher are upset when they 

find his body in the river. The book does not focus on grief, however. It focuses on the 

adventures of Tom as a water baby as he explores a new world.  

The Water Babies fits within the framework of Grilli’s thoughts about death in children’s 

work, where the young leave the known world and explore an unfamiliar one, so that they might 

understand themselves and the “normal” world better (Grilli 213). The main character’s 

drowning was a physical removal from reality, which placed him in the transitional water-world 

where his adventures produced a psychological death. The psychological death is the loss of his 

childhood, thus at the end of the novel, the narrator tells us he emerges as a morally good man 

who leads a successful and long life.  

Kingsley was not the only Victorian author to present these ideas in his work for children. 

Charles Lutwidge Dodgson (1832-1898), known by the pseudonym Lewis Carroll, was an 

English logician, mathematician, photographer, and novelist. He is most known for writing 

Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (Green). 

 Dodgson was born in Daresbury, son to Frances Lutwidge and the Reverend Charles 

Dodgson. He started writing at the age of twelve. Having grown up in the country, he was 

innately shy and hated school. He suffered many illnesses, leaving him deaf in one ear. He also 

had a stammer, which he called his “hesitation.” He attended Richmond School, followed by 

Rugby School, and began his residence at Christ Church, Oxford in 1851, where he studied 

mathematics and classical studies (Green). 

 Dodgson’s fellowship at Christ Church depended on his remaining unmarried and, 

ultimately, proceeding to holy orders. He was ordained deacon by the Church of England in 
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1861. This limit on marriage meant Christ Church was essentially free of women and children. 

Heads of houses were the only men allowed to marry (Green).   

 The dean of Christ Church, Henry George Liddell, had three children with whom 

Dodgson eventually became friends. Alice, Lorina, and Edith Liddell, along with their governess 

Miss Prickett, often visited his mathematics lectures. On a summer day in 1862, Dodgson and the 

children rowed up the Thames to Godstow and stopped to picnic there. Along the way, he told 

the children a fairy-tale titled Alice’s Adventures Underground. Young Alice Liddell asked 

Dodgson to write the story out for her, and he did. After several revisions, Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland was published in 1865. A sequel, Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice 

Found There, followed a few years later (Green).  

 The proceedings of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland are quite well known, as the book 

and its film and television adaptations have been popular 

for decades. The story features Alice, a little girl who falls 

asleep and dreams of following the White Rabbit down a 

rabbit hole. Her adventures introduce her to a cast of 

bizarre characters, including the Cheshire Cat, the Mad 

Hatter, and the March Hare. She also meets the Queen of 

Hearts, who is quick to call for the execution of anybody 

who displeases her. The Queen’s guards are all 

personifications of a deck of cards. Toward the end of the 

novel, the Queen accuses the Knave of Hearts of having  

 
Fig. 4. The White Rabbit illustrated by John 

Tenniel from: Carroll, Lewis. Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland. London Macmillan 

and Co., 1866. 
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stolen her tarts, and Alice is called as a witness in the trial. Alice changes size throughout the 

novel, shrinking to only three inches at one point and growing as tall as a house at another. 

During the trial at the end, she is slowly growing to her original size while everybody bickers 

nonsensically about the fate of the Knave. The queen calls for a “sentence first--verdict 

afterwards,” to which Alice responds, “Stuff and nonsense!” The Queen tells her to hold her 

tongue, but Alice refuses: 

 
 'I won't!' said Alice. 

'Off with her head!' the Queen shouted at the top of her voice. Nobody moved. 

'Who cares for you?' said Alice, (she had grown to her full size by this time.) 'You're 

nothing but a pack of cards!' (Carroll 187) 

 

The guards swarm her, but her realization that they are only a pack of cards disperses her fear. 

Trying to beat them off, she awakens to find herself lying on the bank while her sister brushes 

away dead leaves that had fallen on Alice’s face. The novel ends with Alice’s sister reflecting on 

her sweet sister: 

 

Lastly, she pictured to herself how this same little sister of hers would, in the after–time, 

be herself a grown woman; and how she would keep, through all her riper years, the 

simple and loving heart of her childhood: and how she would gather about her other little 

children, and make THEIR eyes bright and eager with many a strange tale, perhaps even 

with the dream of Wonderland of long ago: and how she would feel with all their simple 

sorrows, and find a pleasure in all their simple joys, remembering her own child–life, and 

the happy summer days. (Carroll 192) 
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 Direct mentions of death, besides the executions, are not evident in Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland. Instead, I argue Dodgson presents a psychological death through the physical 

removal of Alice from her familiar 

world. In a way, Alice falling through 

the rabbit hole is a kind of death, as it 

removes her from reality and throws 

her into a fantasy world, where she 

learns the consequences of her 

actions and juxtaposes her own 

emotional growth with that of the 

immaturity of Wonderland’s 

fantastical characters. Her personal 

growth is signified by her physically 

growing back to her true size during 

the trial, her understanding of the 

court’s nonsense, and her realization 

that her fear of the guards does  

not control her.  

 The psychological “death” in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland is that of her childhood 

innocence and wonder. In the last scene, when her sister reflects on Alice’s fantastic dreams, she 

presents the reader with the vision of Alice as a grown woman, reflecting on the adventures of 

Fig. 5. Alice and the Queen’s guards, illustrated by John Tenniel from: 
Carroll, Lewis. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. London Macmillan and 

Co., 1866. 
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her childhood. The “simple sorrows…and simple joys” are confined to the memories of her lost 

childhood (Carroll 192). 

Straight on ‘til Mourning: Barrie and Peter Pan 

Much like Dodgson, Barrie drew inspiration for his stories from life experiences. James 

Matthew Barrie was born in Kirriemuir, Scotland, in 1860. He was a small child but a dramatic 

one, who often told stories and wrote his first play as a young boy at Dumfries Academy (Birkin 

8). He was the ninth of Margaret Ogilvy and David 

Barrie’s ten children (Birkin 3). Barrie’s older brother--

and Margaret’s favorite son-- David died in a skating 

accident only a day before his fourteenth birthday. Barrie 

sought affection from his bereaved mother by visiting 

her in her room, dressed like David and whistling in a 

way the boy had done before he passed away. In one of 

Barrie’s biographical novels, Margaret Ogilvy (1896), 

Barrie wrote that upon entering her room, she asked, “Is 

that you?” and he “thought it was the dead boy she was 

speaking to,” but in a “little lonely voice,” he responded 

that it was only him (Birkin 4). She found respite from her grief when she thought of David 

remaining a boy forever in her memory, as he could never grow old and leave her. 

Barrie, however, did grow up. He enjoyed a modicum of success as a playwright and 

author prior to Peter Pan. His career as an author began when he published three novels 

presenting sentimental and nostalgic visions of life in Scotland: Auld Licht Idylls (1888), A 

Window in Thrums (1890), and The Little Minister (1891). He also became involved in theatre, 

Fig. 6. Barrie age 6, from: jmbarrie.co.uk 
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writing plays like Quality Street and The Admirable Crichton, among many others. The subject 

of his lasting fame, however, began in 1897, when he met George and Jack Llewelyn Davies in 

Kensington Gardens. 

The tale of Barrie and his connection with the Llewelyn Davies boys is one that will send 

any curious reader down a rabbit hole of fascinating information. I will start you off here with a 

simple launching pad, and let you do the rest on your own.  

Sylvia Llewelyn Davies was the wife of Arthur Llewelyn Davies and the daughter of 

George du Maurier, a novelist and cartoonist for the 

satirical magazine Punch. She had five sons: 

George, John (known as Jack), Peter, Michael, and 

Nicholas (or Nico). Barrie met George, Jack, and 

baby Peter while strolling in Kensington Gardens, 

walking his Saint Bernard, Porthos (Birkin 41). 

Interestingly, Porthos was named after a character 

in one George du Maurier’s novels, Peter Ibbetson 

(Zaidman 47). Baby Peter was named after the 

leading character in his grandfather’s novel 

(Zaidman 48).  

Barrie quickly became friends with the 

boys, taking walks in the Gardens and making up 

stories together. He also became friends with Sylvia. His time with the family inspired both The 

Little White Bird, along with the play and novel Peter Pan. In the introduction to the 1928 

edition of the play, he included a preface that read: “I suppose I always knew that I made Peter 

Fig. 7. Peter, Sylvia, George and Jack at 
Black Lake from: jmbarrie.co.uk 
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by rubbing the five of you violently together...That is all he is, the spark I got from you” 

(Kettler). The boys’ father died in 1907 and Sylvia followed him in death soon after. In her will, 

she named Barrie one of the four guardians of her sons (Kettler). Her intent was contested, 

however, as Barrie copied Sylvia’s handwritten will before sending it to her mother. In Barrie’s 

version, Sylvia wrote that she wished for “Jimmy” to look after the boys. A look at Sylvia’s 

original document shows that she had actually written “Jenny,” referring to the sister of the boys’ 

long-term nanny, Mary Hodgeson (Birkin 195). It is unclear whether the revision was intentional 

or a mistake on Barrie’s part. The subject is often debated, without clear evidence for either 

argument. 

By the end of his life, Barrie was familiar with grief. In 1921, author D.H. Lawrence 

expressed Barrie’s “fatal touch for those he loves.” In addition to the aforementioned deaths of 

Barrie’s brother, David, and Sylvia Llewelyn Davies, he also witnessed the deaths of both 

Michael and George Llewelyn Davies. George was killed in World War I when he was only 

twenty-one. Michael committed suicide by drowning himself shortly before his twenty-first 

birthday. His “fatal touch” extended beyond his death, too. Peter committed suicide in 1960, 

almost thirty years after Barrie’s death (Kettler). When Andrew Birkin was compiling his 

research about Barrie in 2001, his son, Anno, was killed in a car accident only a month before his 

twenty-first birthday (Birkin, “Introduction to the Yale Edition”). When I picked up Birkin’s 

book as a young teenager and learned of all these morbid mysteries, I was immediately drawn 

into learning more about what I now call the “Barrie Circle.” One of my personal favorites in the 

crowd is Daphne du Maurier, the Llewelyn Davies boys’ first cousin, who wrote many 

successful thriller novels in her lifetime. She became quite familiar with Peter Pan, as her father, 
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Gerald, played Captain Hook and Mr. Darling in the original stage production (“Slideshow of 

Peter Pan’s 1st Production, 1904/05”).  

             

Fig. 8. JM Barrie in 1885, aged 25 from: jmbarrie.co.uk Fig. 9. Barrie’s 1903 ‘Fairy’ Notes for Peter Pan 
from: jmbarrie.co.uk 

          The Little White Bird was published in 1902. The story is largely biographical, following a 

protagonist who befriends a little boy with whom he makes up stories while wandering London 

and, specifically, Kensington Gardens. The boy’s name is David. The narrator, “Captain W___,” 

or “Mr. Anon,” spends his time with David making up fantastical stories. For one, the narrator 

tells a tale about how children are originally birds and only emerge as babies when they begin to 

grow up. Remembering how to fly allows children to travel to other lands and have grand 

adventures.  

The character Peter Pan emerges in chapters dedicated to a book-within-a-book, where 

the narrator launches into a story about a little boy who flies away from home. When Peter is 
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only a week-old baby, he remembers how to fly, as all children know how to do before they 

become babies. The baby gets locked in Kensington Gardens and, upon nightfall, meets the 

fairies who live there. He is a child existing in the liminal space that comes before birth and 

human life, as he remembers how to fly like a bird, but is not quite a bird or human. He loses 

faith in himself and forgets how to fly in the Gardens, so he cannot escape. When Peter 

eventually does free himself, he visits his mother, only to find her with a new baby. Thus, Peter 

becomes a lost boy, and returns to the Gardens to live in the betwixt-and-between with the 

fairies, never to grow up.  

 

Fig. 10. A child’s map of Kensington Gardens from: jmbarrie.co.uk 

 
Beyond the chapters about Peter Pan, Captain W. is presented as a lonely bachelor who is 

invested in the lives of David’s parents before his birth. He fancies himself a matchmaker for 

pushing the pair together in the first place. When he finds David’s soon-to-be father pacing 

outside while David’s mother, Mary A, gives birth, he invents an imaginary child so that he can 

talk about his similar situation with the man. The working-class family cannot afford much, and 

Captain W often anonymously comes to their aid. Later, he “kills” his fictitious child by 
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pretending to lose him in order to help David’s poor father by gifting him the (newly bought) 

clothes of the “dead” child, Timothy. To Barrie, motherhood, children, and death were closely 

tied. In The Little White Bird, the narrator notes birth often welcomes both joy and sorrow: “Life 

and death, the child and the mother, are ever meeting as the one draws into harbour and the other 

sets sail. They exchange a bright "All's well" and pass on” (Barrie 31). 

Peter Pan, while more popular than The Little White Bird, still deserves to be 

summarized here to focus on the instances where Barrie presents ideas about various kinds of 

death. The play was published in 1904, and the novel, originally titled Peter and Wendy, in 1911. 

The story revolves around Wendy Darling and her two brothers, John and Michael. When 

Wendy was only a couple weeks old, her parents, George and Mary Darling, “were doubtful 

whether they would be able to keep her, as she was another mouth to feed” (Barrie 2). Here, 

Barrie presents the Darlings as a working or middle-class family who struggle to make ends 

meet, much like David’s family in The Little White Bird. Barrie makes several references to the 

Darling family’s lack of money and the struggle of raising children on a low income, creating a 

very real context from which the Darling children later escape. George Bernard Shaw defined the 

play as “ostensibly a holiday entertainment for children but really a play for grown-up people,” 

suggesting people at the time were not blind to the social allegories that existed in Barrie’s work, 

such as the very real subject of children dying young, and the struggles of working-class families 

to raise their children with little money (Gamero).  
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Fig. 11. The Darling family in the first production of Peter Pan from: jmbarrie.co.uk 

At the opening of the story, Wendy is on the verge of growing out of her childhood. One 

evening, while “tidying up her children’s minds,” Mrs. Darling finds thoughts of Peter Pan in her 

children’s heads. “There never was a simpler happier family,” says the narrator, “until the 

coming of Peter Pan” (Barrie 5). 

The children have thoughts of Neverland in their minds, each unique to the child, 

although “Neverland is always more or less an island” (Barrie 6). When Wendy explains her 

interactions with Peter Pan at night, which consist of him visiting their nursery, Mrs. Darling 

vaguely remembers him from her own childhood. She remembers stories of a boy who lived with 

the fairies, who, when children died, “went part way with them, so that they should not be 

frightened” (Barrie 8). These lines suggest Peter plays a similar role to the one he played in the 

Little White Bird, as a lost boy existing in a liminal space between the living and the dead.  

Peter comes to the nursery one night in search of the shadow he lost to Nana, the 

Darling’s newfoundland, a week before. Wendy awakes to find him crying because he cannot 

stick his shadow back onto himself. In this scene, we learn that Peter ran away the day he was 
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born because he overheard his mother and father talking about what he was to do when he 

became a man. “I want always to be a little boy and to have fun,” he said, “so I ran away to 

Kensington Gardens and lived a long long time among the fairies” (Barrie 33). He then explains 

that he only sometimes lives in the Gardens because now he lives with the lost boys. The lost 

boys, Peter tells Wendy, are “the children who fall out of their perambulators when the nurse is 

looking the other way. If they are not claimed in seven days they are sent away to the Neverland 

to defray expenses” (Barrie 37). My thoughts are that the lost boys are babies who have died and, 

as Peter acts as a guide from this world to the next, he accompanies them to Neverland, a place 

existing somewhere betwixt-and-between.  

 After Michael and John awaken and the party converses about the wonders of Peter, 

fairies, and Neverland, Peter blows Tinker Bell’s fairy dust on the three Darling children, and 

they all fly out into the night in search of Neverland, trusting Peter’s instructions to fly “second 

the right, and straight on till morning.” This well-known line means nothing to Peter, though, as 

“Peter, you see, just said anything that came into his head” (Barrie 46). The flight is long and 

arduous, and the children soon forget how many nights they have been flying. The flight is much 

like the rabbit hole in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and the river in which Tom drowns in 

The Water Babies. It is the physical removal of the children needed in order to begin their 

emotional and psychological journeys. 

Neverland, at first sight, is dark and threatening to the children. It is the very thing that 

used to frighten them at bedtime. A point of interest here is that Neverland is not like Heaven at 

all. It is distinguished from a final resting place because it is both frightening and exciting to the 

children. The island quickly becomes home to many adventures with the familiar pirates, 

mermaids, and fairies. While the children have their fun, they soon realize they cannot remember 
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much about their family back in London. In one scene, the children are almost defeated by the 

pirates and are deserted on a rock that grows smaller as the tide rises. Peter sends the other 

children away on Michael’s kite and is left alone on the ever-shrinking rock: 

 

Peter was not quite like other boys; but he was afraid at last. A tremour ran through him, 

like a shudder passing over the sea; but on the sea one shudder follows another till there 

are hundreds of them, and Peter felt just the one. Next moment he was standing erect on 

the rock again, with that smile on his face and a drum beating within him. It was saying, 

“To die will be an awfully big adventure” (Barrie 113). 

 

After a great many adventures on the 

island, Peter defeats Captain Hook and steals 

his ship. Now Captain, Peter uses the ship to 

fly the children home. Back in London, Mrs. 

Darling has withered and looks dreadful, 

waiting in the nursery every night beside 

freshly made beds for the children she thinks 

have long been lost to her. Heartbreaking and 

impactful, this scene showcases a grief that 

extends beyond the pages and resonates with 

readers. It is a scene depicting the reality many 

mothers faced in the period in which the book 

was written, where children often died young. Fig. 12. F.D. Bedford’s illustration of Peter facing death from: 
Barrie, James Matthew. Peter and Wendy. London, Hodder and 

Stoughton, 1911. 
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In the story, the children reunite with their parents and their memories slowly return to them. 

During her stay in Neverland, Wendy spent her time acting as a mother for the lost boys and 

Peter. When she returns home, she has newfound responsibility and motherly attributes, 

showcased in her bragging to her mother that she took care of the boys while she was away. 

Then, to further showcase her maturity, she tells Peter she would like him to stay so that he 

might grow to be a man who works in an office, noting that she would “love [him] in a beard” 

(Barrie 195). Of course, he refuses, and the family’s warm reunion continues. Their touching 

moments are witnessed by Peter, who stares “looking through the window at the one joy from 

which he must be forever barred” (Barrie 192).                 

Peter promises to visit Wendy every spring. When he comes the next year, he has 

forgotten all about Captain Hook and even Tinker Bell, who Peter says must have died. He does 

not come the next spring, and when he arrives a year later, he does not remember missing one at 

all. He did not come back after that until many years later, when Wendy is old and married. Mrs. 

Darling, like Hook and Tinker Bell, is “dead and forgotten” (Barrie 201). Peter mistakes 

Wendy’s daughter, Jane, for her, and is shocked to learn that so much time has passed. The novel 

ends with the narrator explaining that Peter comes to the nursery window every spring cleaning, 

if he remembers. He flies away for a bit of time with Jane and, later, her own daughter Margaret, 

and “when Margaret grows up she will have a daughter, who is to be Peter’s mother in turn; and 

thus it will go on, so long as children are gay and innocent and heartless” (Barrie 207). 

In many ways, The Little White Bird and Peter Pan are much like The Water Babies. 

They all feature a young boy who abandons life in England to live in a fantastic world full of 

adventure, where societal expectations do not exist. In each of Barrie’s works, Peter flies away 

from home and lives in Kensington Gardens, a place where magic comes alive at night. At some 
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point before the events of Peter Pan, he flies away to primarily live in Neverland. As mentioned 

above, Neverland acts as a place that exists between one phase of life and another. Like the land 

of water in Kingsley’s work, it is a liminal space where the Darling children learn that life cannot 

be all fun and games, and that they value their family in the real world.  

It is hard to deny Barrie’s sentimental nature in each of the works presented here. In The 

Little White Bird, the death of the imaginary Timothy casts a dark shadow over the novel as it 

reflects the very real possibility of child death among the working-class in Edwardian England, 

where child mortality was still high due to lack of healthcare and unsanitary living conditions. In 

Peter Pan, Barrie does not explicitly state that Peter, the lost boys, or the Darling children die to 

get to Neverland. Instead, he positions them in a state between life and death—it is the “part 

way” Mrs. Darling remembers, where Peter accompanies children after they die. Thus, death is 

presented in a sentimental and realistic way in The Little White Bird, but contrasted with the 

fantastical Neverland in Peter Pan, where children can play but return home, as long as they do 

not forget the places from which they came, at which point they would become lost souls. Grief 

and bereavement are absent from the book, except in the descriptions of Mrs. Darling waiting for 

her children in the nursery. 
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Biographical meaning is not lost on any reader who is familiar with Barrie’s experiences 

with death, however. Much like Margaret Ogilvy’s wish for her deceased son David to never 

grow up, Captain W wishes the same for the young 

David in The Little White Bird. In productions of 

Peter Pan, Peter is typically played by a small 

woman, presenting Peter as a boy older than the 

week-old baby in The Little White Bird. Here, he is 

still a 

child, but one close to puberty. It is not too much of 

a stretch to imagine him as twelve or thirteen—close 

to the age young David Barrie was before his 

untimely death. Because The Little White Bird was 

written around the same time Barrie took walks in 

the Gardens with George Llewelyn Davies, it is  

often suggested that David is modeled after the boy. Recognizable names from the Llewelyn 

Davies family also appear in Peter Pan. He also names Wendy’s granddaughter after his mother, 

Margaret. The story is a mixture of sentiment toward his own lost childhood, his brother’s death, 

and the lives of the young Llewelyn Davies boys. While the elaborate death rituals of the 

Edwardian era are missing from the text, Barrie still presents the ideological side of grief in his 

work. Beneath the whimsy and adventure The Little White Bird and Peter Pan are embedded 

with the complex emotion, sentiment, and grief associated with the late Victorian and Edwardian 

periods. These attributes are especially clear in Mrs. Darling’s mourning of her lost children, but 

mostly hidden in the melancholy loss of Wendy’s childhood and the pity felt toward Peter, who 

Fig. 13. Nina Boucicault as Peter in the first London 
production of Peter Pan from jmbarrie.co.uk 
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can never die and never experience the joys which he continuously returns to watch from nursery 

windows. 

Final Thoughts 

Thus, Barrie’s Peter Pan is a lot more complex than it originally appears to a modern 

reader. The book presents a variety of deaths, both psychological and physical. Barrie’s ideas 

were a product of the Victorian era, where using physical separation from the real world to talk 

about the death of childhood was not uncommon. In Charles Kingsley’s The Water Babies, 

Tom’s separation from reality is a very real, physical death. His drowning allows a physical 

separation from reality so he can begin a psychological transformation from an innocent child to 

an independent and morally stable young man. In Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland, Alice’s physical death is not as apparent as Tom’s. Her dream begins with falling 

down the rabbit hole, which she describes as worse than falling down the stairs (Carroll 4). It is a 

dangerous fall that very well would mean physical death, if it were real. Still, it is a physical 

separation from reality. From there, she, like Tom, weathers trials that test her character and 

enjoys satisfying her curiosity through exploring a new, bizarre world. Wonderland and the 

water-world are spaces where Alice and Tom face their fears and realize their potential to be 

“good,” or moral and mature, human beings. The two spaces exist between life and death, 

somewhere removed from both, as a liminal, transitional space where children shed their 

innocence.  

Peter Pan is the center of the discussion about ideas of psychological and physical 

deaths, liminal spaces, and the loss of childhood. These ideas are complex and old. Barrie, much 

like Kingsley and Carroll, might have chosen a familiar concept on which to build more complex 

messages. The familiar concept was physical death, which children in the Victorian and 
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Edwardian periods witnessed often. This familiarity allowed authors to use physical death in 

their works as a way to present psychological death and rebirth following the loss of childhood. 

In Peter Pan, the long flight to Neverland and disappearance from the nursery represents the 

same severed tie to the real world as Tom’s drowning and Alice’s tumble down the rabbit hole. 

Their physical death is strongly felt at home, where Mrs. Darling’s loss is evident as she waits, 

exhausted and distraught, in her children’s nursery. The scene is heartbreaking because it is a 

vision of grief, where a mother mourns her lost children. It is a mirror of reality, for Edwardian 

mothers and modern ones, too. Still, the children do end up returning home. The Darling children 

had their fun, they learned their lessons and have a newfound respect for family, independence, 

and responsibility. Neverland, like the spaces in The Water Babies and Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland, is a transitional space between life and death, where children are free to explore 

and develop their character beyond childhood. In this case, it is Wendy who remembers their 

poor mother at home, and what home is, and Michael and John simply follow. She emerges from 

Neverland as a budding woman, no longer lost in the fancies of childhood. Her hope that Peter 

will return every spring quickly fades as she realizes she must grow up. She wants to be a wife 

and mother, and that future can only happen in the real world.  

Peter is a wonderful, intriguing character because he passes between worlds. He is a boy 

who might have physically died, but lives forever in-between, never reaching the psychological 

death we all must go through at some point in our lives. He never obtains his rebirth, as all other 

children do. He has no sense of time and his attention is forever moving from one thing to the 

next. All children, except one, grow up. So, too, do all children, except one, die the 

psychological death necessary to leave childhood behind. To die would certainly be an awfully 
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big adventure for Peter, as it would mean leaving his space in an in-between world, where his 

choices are to go one way or another: true physical death, or a psychological one.  

My hope is that my thoughts allow readers to read Peter Pan in a new light. I have spent 

a lot of time sitting with my thoughts about Barrie and Peter Pan and have come to the 

conclusion that it really is a story about death of many kinds. It is difficult for modern minds to 

grasp what seems morbid, especially for a children’s book. It is a taboo subject because we are 

lucky enough to live in an age where child mortality rates are significantly lower than in the past. 

Our children do still die, however, and it is this deep sorrow that pushes us to sanitize the 

concept of death to our children. It is this sorrow that pushes us to sanitize death for ourselves. In 

1953, Disney produced the cartoon retelling of Peter Pan, and for that I am both disappointed 

and grateful. I am grateful because Disney presented magic and romance that pulled me in as a 

child and has yet to let me go. In many ways, however, it stripped the sorrow, intensity, and 

personality from the story. Barrie’s grief for his lost brother and his own childhood was tossed 

out somewhere in the editing process. What remained was a children’s story filled with fantasy 

and wonder. Death is still there, however, if you look hard enough. I believe it is this underlying 

sorrow for lost childhood, lost children, and for Peter, who will never die or truly live, that 

intrigues readers and movie-viewers generations after the story’s creation. These thoughts have 

lingered in my mind for a decade now, and it is with much relief that I now present them to other 

readers, so they might realize there is much more to see than what meets the eye, and much more 

to death than simply dying. 
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