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Preface

used by nearly 10,000 school, public, and college or university libraries. TCLC has covered more than 500 authors,

representing 58 nationalities and over 25,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical response to
twentieth-century authors and literature as thoroughly as TCLC. In the words of one reviewer, “there is nothing comparable
available.” TCLC “is a gold mine of information—dates, pseudonyms, biographical information, and criticism from books
and periodicals—which many librarians would have difficulty assembling on their own.”

S ince its inception more than fifteen years ago, Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC) has been purchased and

Scope of the Series

TCLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors who died between 1900 and 1999 and to the most significant inter-
pretations of these author’s works. Volumes published from 1978 through 1999 included authors who died between 1900
and 1960. The great poets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and philosophers of the period are frequently studied
in high school and college literature courses. In organizing and reprinting the vast amount of critical material written on
these authors, TCLC helps students develop valuable insight into literary history, promotes a better understanding of the
texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in TCLCpresents a comprehensive survey on an author’s ca-
reer or an individual work of literature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assessments. Such
variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature is dynamic and re-
sponsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of TCLC is devoted to literary topics. These topics widen the focus of the series from the individual
authors to such broader subjects as literary movements, prominent themes in twentieth-century literature, literary reaction
to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures of
cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

TCLC is designed as a companion series to Thomson Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism, (CLC) which reprints com-
mentary on authors who died after 1999. Because of the different time periods under consideration, there is no duplication
of material between CLC and TCLC.

Organization of the Book

A TCLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

B A Portrait of the Author is included when available.

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

B The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
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works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless oth-
erwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

B A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 14th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1993).

m  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

®  An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Thomson Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Thom-
son Gale, including TCLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index
also includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in TCLC by nationality, followed by the number of the TCLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Classical and Medieval
Literature Criticism, Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, and the Contempo-
rary Literary Criticism Yearbook, which was discontinued in 1998.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of TCLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual po-
ems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Thomson Gale also produces a paperbound edition of the TCLC cu-
mulative title index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available to all
customers. Additional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate in-
dex; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the cur-
rent standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 14th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, (1993); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critigue 42, no. 3 (spring 2001): 253-68. Re-
printed in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 127, edited by Janet Witalec, 212-20. Detroit: Gale, 2003.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” In The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy, edited by Charles Bernstein,
73-82. New York: Roof Books, 1990. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 127, edited by Janet Witalec,
3-8. Detroit: Gale, 2003.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Morrison, Jago. “Narration and Unease in Ian McEwan’s Later Fiction.” Critiqgue 42.3 (spring 2001): 253-68. Reprinted in
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 127. Detroit: Gale, 2003. 212-20.

Brossard, Nicole. “Poetic Politics.” The Politics of Poetic Form: Poetry and Public Policy. Ed. Charles Bernstein. New
York: Roof Books, 1990. 73-82. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Janet Witalec. Vol. 127. Detroit:
Gale, 2003. 3-8.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Thomson Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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J. M. Barrie
1860-1937

(Full name James Matthew Barrie) Scottish playwright,
novelist, short story writer, journalist, and biographer.

The following entry provides an overview of Barrie’s
life and works. For additional information on his career,
see TCLC, Volume 2.

INTRODUCTION

Although he wrote more than forty plays and dozens of
short stories, novels, and magazine articles, Barrie is
best known today for a single creation: the tale of Peter
Pan, which he told in various forms in stories, novels,
and most notably the play Peter Pan (1904). The play
has been staged throughout the Western world, particu-
larly in Britain and America, where it has been nearly
continuously performed since its first production. Part
fantasy, fairy tale, adventure story, and pantomime, Pe-
ter Pan has been described as a modern myth in its ar-
chetypal treatment of childhood innocence, separation,
and death, and Barrie has been compared to Lewis Car-
roll and Hans Christian Andersen for his creation of one
of the most popular children’s works ever written.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

James Matthew Barrie was born May 9, 1860, in Kirrie-
muir, Scotland, the third son and seventh surviving
child of Margaret Ogilvy and David Barrie, a weaver.
Barrie’s mother was a delicate woman who had an im-
mense influence on her children’s lives, especially
James’s. Though the Barrie family lived in modest cir-
cumstances, they were not impoverished, as was later
suggested by Barrie in his autobiographical writings. In
fact, the family managed to make enough money to
send their sons to private schools and to college. Bar-
rie’s earliest years were uneventful. However, when he
was six years old his elder brother David died in an ice
skating accident. David’s death had a debilitating effect
on Barrie’s mother, who thereafter became a near-
invalid. As recounted in his biography of his mother,
Margaret Ogilvy (1896), Barrie assumed the persona of
his dead brother in order to comfort her and become the
center of her affections. Critics have repeatedly linked
the theme of “youth frozen in time” in Barrie’s works,
especially in Peter Pan, to David’s untimely death and
Barrie’s attempt to become the lost son in his mother’s
eyes.

At the age of thirteen Barrie attended Dumfries Acad-
emy to receive a formal education. By his own account,
he enjoyed the five years he spent at the academy, mak-
ing friends quickly and easily, and finding at the school
a welcome outlet for his love of adventure and play-
acting. While at Dumfries, Barrie became interested in
the theater, attending local productions as often as pos-
sible. When he left the school in 1878, he returned
home determined to become a writer. His parents, how-
ever, had plans for their son to become a minister, the
occupation his brother David was to have pursued. With
help from his elder siblings, Barrie reached a compro-
mise with his parents: he would attend Edinburgh Uni-
versity and study literature. Unlike his time at Dum-
fries, Barrie’s years at Edinburgh were uncomfortable.
He became painfully shy and intensely self-conscious
over his height (he was five feet tall). Despite having
difficulties with his studies, Barrie graduated from Ed-
inburgh University with an M.A. in 1882, at the age of
twenty-one.
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After leaving Edinburgh, Barrie took a job as a writer
for the Nottingham Journal, in January 1883. The posi-
tion was short-lived, however, as the paper’s owners
decided it was less expensive to buy syndicated articles
than to pay for its own writers. Back home in Kirrie-
muir, Barrie began to write and submit dozens of ar-
ticles to a number of London periodicals. One piece,
based on his mother’s tales of her childhood in Kirrie-
muir, was published in the St. James Gazette in 1884,
The publisher urged Barrie to submit more articies on
“that Scotch thing,” and the stylized, humorous sketches
were popular with readers. A collection of the pieces,
Auld Licht Idylls, was issued in 1888. (The title refers
to the Auld Lichts, or “old lights,” a strict religious sect
in Kirriemuir to which Barrie’s grandfather belonged.)
The success of Auld Licht Idylls led to the publication
of two sequels, the collection of sketches A Window in
Thrums (1889) and the novel The Little Minister (1891),
all three of which came to be called the Thrums books,
so named after the fictional Scottish town in which all
are set. With the success of the Thrums books, Barrie
moved permanently to London to pursue his career as a
writer.

During the next fifteen years, Barrie wrote more than
twenty stories, novels, and plays, including When a
Man’s Single (1888), Walker, London (1892), Sentimen-
tal Tommy (1896), Tommy and Grizel (1900), and The
Little White Bird (1902). Although not all of his works
were successes, either critically or financially, Barrie’s
literary reputation was established by the time he wrote
Peter Pan in 1904. As Barrie’s literary fame was rising,
three events occurred that had a significant impact on
his life and work. The first was his marriage to a young
actress named Mary Ansell in 1894. The marriage was
a failure; the couple remained childless, and Barrie
spent less and less time with his wife after his career as
a writer was established. Even so, Mary served as the
model for a number of Barrie’s heroines, and for many
years he gave her name to characters in his books and
plays. The two were eventually divorced in 1909. The
second event was the death of Barrie’s mother in 1895.
Within a year of her passing, Barrie wrote and pub-
lished his biography and tribute, Margaret Ogilvy, which
became an instant success, though some reviewers
found the emotionally charged and overly sentimental
memoir distasteful. Even after writing the memoir, Bar-
rie continued to demonstrate the powerful influence of
his mother’s life and death in many of his later works.
The final event was Barrie’s chance meeting and even-
tual friendship with the young sons of Arthur and Sylvia
Llewelyn Davies. There were three boys—George, Jack,
and Peter—at the time of their first meeting; two oth-
ers—Michael and Nicholas—were born after. During
his frequent walks in Kensington Gardens, Barrie would
keep company with the boys despite the disapproval of
their nursemaid, and would entertain them with stories
of adventure and fantasy. During the summers the boys

would join Barrie and his wife at Black Lake Cottage,
their vacation home. Their games together and storytell-
ing provided Barrie with the spark that led to Peter
Pan.

The last three decades of Barrie’s life were filled with
continued literary success and even greater public rec-
ognition, as well as personal setbacks. In 1911 he pub-
lished the novel Peter and Wendy, an adaptation of Pe-
ter Pan, to positive reviews and a receptive audience.
In fact, the novel version of the Peter Pan story for a
time supplanted the play in terms of popularity. Barrie
received a number of public honors during this period
in his life: he was elected rector of Saint Andrews in
1919 and chancellor of Edinburgh in 1930; he received
honorary doctorate degrees from Oxford University in
1926 and Cambridge University in 1930; he was be-
stowed with a baronetcy by King George V in 1913;
and he was presented with the Order of Merit in 1922.
But these years were also filled with emotional hard-
ships. Barrie saw his popularity decline after World War
I; two of the Davies children—to whom he served as
legal guardian after the deaths of their parents—died;
several of his literary friends also passed on; after 1920,
he could write only sporadically; and he spent his last
years in poor health and deeply depressed. Barrie died
on June 19, 1937, in London.

MAJOR WORKS

Peter Pan and its adaptation as a novel, Peter and
Wendy, stand apart in the Barrie cannon in their suc-
cessful treatment of themes found throughout his works,
such as childhood innocence, the island as a retreat
from society, separation, the fantastic, and the need for
social order. Barrie first told the story of children who
can fly and who leave their parents for a magical world
in the privately printed The Boy Castaways of Black
Lake Island (1901), a photographic record of the fan-
tasy games Barrie and the Davies boys played at their
summer vacation cottage. He initially developed the
central Peter Pan story in The Little White Bird. In this
novel, Captain W, a lonely bachelor, acts the role of an
anonymous benefactor to an impoverished young couple
and ultimately befriends their young son, David, with
whom he goes for walks in Kensington Gardens. In the
course of their friendship, Captain W tells David a story
about a baby—named Peter Pan—who flies out of his
nursery to return to the island of the birds. Eventually,
Peter learns that he isn’t a bird but a baby and immedi-
ately loses his ability to fly. The novel also includes an
image that would recur in Peter Pan, in which Peter re-
turns to his nursery to be reunited with his mother and
family, only to find that the nursery window is barred
and a new baby has taken his place.

Barrie continued to think about the Peter Pan story after
he finished The Lirtle White Bird and began to add fur-
ther adventures, characters, and scenes to the original
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tale. By the time he finished Peter Pan, Barrie had
combined his childhood love of adventure, his memo-
ries of the Davies boys, his ambivalence about Edward-
ian domestic life, and his desire to create a modern
myth of childhood into something new and original. As
many critics have noted, nothing like Peter Pan had
ever been seen on the British stage. Audiences of Bar-
rie’s plays were accustomed to his humorous realism
and sentimentality, but they were entirely unprepared
for such extensive fantasy: a nursery supervised by a
Newfoundiand dog, an enchanted lagoon, pirates and
Indians, the magic of flight, and a glowing fairy named
Tinker Bell. The play was an immediate success.

The fantasy world and childhood themes in Peter Pan
often hide Barrie’s serious concerns. Although many of
his works repeatedly affirm the need for social conven-
tions, especially marriage, Wendy’s role as mother to
the Lost Boys is rife with ambiguities over the domes-
tic place of women in British society. The adult male
figures in Barrie’s story are depicted as childish and
vindictive, while maintaining the veneer of gentlemen.
The themes of death and separation are omnipresent in
the story. And Peter Pan himself is anything but child-
like and charming: he lives completely in the present, is
cruel and selfish, and often leads the children into dan-
gerous situations without concern for their well-being.
Many critics note the nightmarish qualities of the story.
Peter Pan and Peter and Wendy are in many ways
works for adults, which makes it even more remarkable
that the Peter Pan story would become a children’s
classic, a paradox noted by many commentators.

While Peter Pan is by far the most widely read, most
frequently performed, and most discussed of all Bar-
rie’s works, there are several others that critics argue
demonstrate the best qualities of Barrie’s craft as a
writer. These include the Thrums books, the play The
Admirable Crichton (1902), and the novel Farewell,
Miss Julie Logan (1932). The stories collected in the
first two Thrums books—Auld Licht Idylls and A Win-
dow in Thrums—and the novel The Little Minister all
deal with the pathos and daily lives of the ministers,
weavers, farmers, and wives who inhabit the idealized
Scottish village of Thrums. The stories in the first two
works share common characteristics and themes: the
narrators are typically unobtrusive yet observant school-
masters or ministers; the village and its inhabitants are
presented as a microcosm of Scottish rural life; and the
various complications of the characters are all resolved
by the ideals of love, devotion, and lasting support for
one another. The stories also reaffirm the importance of
social conventions, especially marriage, in controlling
unhealthy behavior and maintaining happiness and or-
der. This is particularly true in The Little Minister, which
portrays the excessive and destructive behavior of Lady
Barbara, who disguises herself as the captivating gypsy
Babbie. Social order, disrupted by Babbie’s actions, is

restored through marriage, as the heroine ultimately
marries the minister Gavin Dishart. The theme of mar-
riage as the proper corrective to wayward or destructive
energies is one found often in Barrie’s work.

The Admirable Crichton deals with the need for, and in-
evitability of, class distinction, which is defended by
the play’s title character. Crichton, the epitome of the
gentleman’s gentleman, disagrees with his employer’s
attempt to eliminate class distinctions. Crichton consid-
ers these ideas as violations of nature, which in his
view governs the establishment of class structure. Crich-
ton’s vision is put to the test when both he and his em-
ployer, Lord Loam, are among a group shipwrecked on
a remote island. Without the support of society, the but-
ler becomes the “governor” on the island, since he has
the survival skills that the other, aristocratic, characters
lack. In the end, Crichton leads the survivors off the is-
land and willingly returns to his former rank as Lord
Loam’s butler. The play demonstrates that the superior
man is not necessarily the one typically held up by so-
ciety; it is, as Harry M. Geduld has observed, the per-
son who “knows his place in society and respects the
limitations imposed on him by class barriers.”

Written late in his life, at a time when Barrie himself
believed that his career as a writer had ended, Farewell,
Miss Julie Logan is frequently praised by critics as Bar-
rie’s best work of fiction. It is considered one of his
few fictional pieces that displays a thematic treatment
of adult romantic love and successfully weaves a super-
natural element and fantasy into the story’s plot. The
story, told through the diary of a young minister named
Adam Yestreen, depicts the minister’s battle with a
beautiful spirit, Julie Logan, whom he meets while
snowbound on a winter’s night. The two picnic in a
small ruin and ultimately kiss, at which point Julie
abruptly and rather comically declares, “I am a Papist.”
Yestreen is thereupon released from his lover’s spell.
The story concludes when, twenty-five years later, the
minister revisits the place of his former encounter and,
to his surprise, finds the picnic basket he and Julie Lo-
gan shared, though he long ago convinced himself that
the events that night were the product of his imagina-
tion.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

More than sixty years after his death, modern critics of-
ten marvel at how far the reputation of Barrie, once the
most popular, acclaimed, and financially successful
writer of his time, has declined. During most of his life-
time, Barrie was esteemed by both the British public
and literary critics. He was friends with many of the
leading authors of the age and praised by Robert Louis
Stevenson, Thomas Hardy, and other noted writers. His
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plays attracted the best actors and actresses, engaged
the most respected directors and production staff, and
were staged in the top theaters of London. Although
Barrie’s display of personal emotions and his reliance
on sentimentality disturbed some British theater-goers
and critics, he was more often lauded for his deft char-
acterizations, his clever dialogue, his ironic sense of hu-
mor, and his craft as a dramatist.

After the horrors of World War I, Barrie’s popularity
fell considerably. The mawkishness, predictability, and
childlike innocence of his works were out of fashion in
an age contemplating the violence of war and the alien-
ation of the artist. Many saw Barrie solely as the author
of Peter Pan and dismissed him as a children’s writer
unworthy of serious consideration. The popularity of
Freudian theory and psychoanalytic criticism led com-
mentators to find disturbing qualities in Barrie’s works.
Freudian analysts found unresolved Oedipal longings in
his fixation on his mother and in the depictions of
mother figures in his stories and plays. He was often
disparaged for his inability to deal with adult emotions
and themes, a fact that was always linked to his depen-
dence on his mother and his need to remain a child in
her eyes in order to experience her love. Barrie was
also labeled a pedophile because of the dominance of
boys in both his writing and his life. Much of this criti-
cism was based on the uncomfortably close relationship
of Captain W and the boy David in the novel The Little
White Bird. One scene in particular, in which the Cap-
tain helps undress David for bed, was identified as proof
of Barrie’s obsessive love of children.

Since the 1980s critics have generally tried to move
away from interpretations based on Barrie’s personal
life and have instead focused on his skill as a writer,
the role of fantasy in his stories and plays, and the
overt or subtextual commentary in his works on the so-
cial conventions of his age. In 1987 Leonee Ormond
signaled this change with the publication of her reas-
sessment of Barrie’s life and writings. What has since
emerged is a more balanced view of Barrie’s art.
Whereas previous critics saw in the author’s depen-
dence on sentimentality a repetitive pandering to the
taste of his public at best, or an inability to confront se-
rious themes at worst, recent scholars have maintained
that Barrie was actually “interrogating the concept of
sentimentalism itself,” as stated by Andrew Nash in his
analysis of the two “Tommy” novels. A similar view of
Barrie’s use of fantasy and the fantastic in his works
has been put forth, especially by such critics as Lynette
Hunter, Sarah Gilead, and Ann Yeoman. Rather than be-
ing dismissed as an artless proponent of the social con-
ventions of late Victorian and Edwardian society, such
as the domestic role of women, the cult of childhood
innocence, and the separation of the classes, Barrie is
now more often seen as questioning or showing am-
bivalence toward these conventions. This is especially

the case with Peter Pan, which critics now interpret as
Barrie’s condemnation—rather than celebration—of
perpetual childhood. Many find a central tension in the
story in Wendy’s role as “mother” to the Lost Boys and
her precarious stature as both child and sexually aware
adolescent. At the same time, scholars continue to rec-
ognize shortcomings in Barrie’s handling of serious
themes such as death, childhood separation, class, and
marriage, noting, like earlier critics, his inability to ex-
press emotions directly and fully explore the human
ramifications of his themes.

Despite such limitations, Peter Pan continues to fasci-
nate both adults and children. Carl Markgraf has lo-
cated the enduring appeal of Barrie’s works in his abil-
ity to make us “not only think, but feel.” In Markgraf’s
view, Barrie’s best works “take us out of our world into
a world of his creation. We return having been moved,
as well as moved to thought, by his experience. I can
think of no greater praise for any playwright.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Auld Licht Idylls (short stories) 1888

Better Dead (novel) 1888

*When a Man’s Single: A Tale of Literary Life (novel)
1888

A Window in Thrums (short stories) 1889

The Little Minister (novel) 1891

Richard Savage [with H. B. Marriott Watson] (play)
1891

Walker, London (play) 1892

Margaret Ogilvy. By Her Son (biography) 1896

tSentimental Tommy: The Story of His Boyhood (novel)
1896

$The Little Minister (play) 1897

§Tommy and Grizel (novel) 1900

Quality Street (play) 1901

The Admirable Crichton (play) 1902

The Little White Bird; ov, Adventures in Kensington
Garden (novel) 1902

Petegroian; or, The Boy Who Wouldn’t Grow Up (play)
1

Alice Sit-by-the-Fire: A Page from a Daughter’s Diary
(play) 1905

Parlzg(z)lsoon; or, A Plea for an Ancient Family (play)

What Every Woman Knows (play) 1908

The Twelve-Pound Look (play) 1910

||Peter and Wendy (novel) 1911

Der Tag; or, The Tragic Man (play) 1914

A Kiss for Cinderella (play) 1916

Dear Brutus (play) 1917

The Old Lady Shows Her Medals (play) 1917
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Mary Rose (play) 1920

The Plays of J. M. Barrie (plays) 1928; revised edition,
1942

The Works of J. M. Barrie. 16 vols. (novels, sketches,
biography, and plays) 1929-40

Farewell, Miss Julie Logan: A Wintry Tale (novel) 1932

The Boy David (play) 1936

The Letters of J. M. Barrie [edited by Viola Meynell]
(letters) 1942

*This novel first appeared serially in The British Weekly, 1887-88.
1This novel first appeared serially in Scribner’s Magazine, 1896.
1This play is an adaptation of the novel by the same name.

§This novel first appeared serially in Scribner’s Magazine, 1900.

[IThis novel is an adaptation of the play Peter Pan.

CRITICISM

Lynette Hunter (essay date March 1980)

SOURCE: Hunter, Lynette. “J. M. Barrie’s Islands of
Fantasy.” Modern Drama 23, no. 1 (March 1980): 65-
74.

[In the following essay, Hunter examines why Barrie
shifted from writing novels to composing plays after
1902, claiming that the author became disillusioned
with fiction as a form of artistic communication and
came to regard drama as the best medium for express-
ing his growing condemnation of fantasy literature.]

I

James Barrie’s plays offer a consistency of approach to
ideas about artistic communication that has been seri-
ously neglected. The neglect partly results from a sepa-
ration between the criticism of his novels and that of
his plays, which obscures the development of theme,
structure and imagery from the one medium to the other.
The criticism of the drama itself has suffered from an
avoidance of the published scripts. There has been little
if any attention paid to the commentary of the plays
which provides a function similar to that of the narrator
in the novels, and is invaluable in understanding the au-
thor’s ironic perspective. The product of the dramatic
criticism has been an enormously diversified assessment
of Barrie, leaving an impression of a man of dilettante
interests rather than complexity.! But if we examine the
plays as generated from the novels, we find in their au-
thor not only a more thoughtful and mature literary fig-
ure, but also one who is placed firmly among early
twentieth century concerns about communication and
art.

On examination, the similarity between the later novels
and early plays of the period 1890 to 1902 is so close?
that it poses the interesting question: why did Barrie
change his medium to drama alone after 19027 It could
not have been solely for financial reasons, because his
novels were selling well;* and while he had written four
very mediocre plays by 1902, only the first, Walker,
London, a light farce, had more than a respectable run.
I would suggest that the change in medium was due to
a change in the author’s understanding of art and what
he saw as the artist’s responsibilities. Barrie’s early
critical work of the late 1880’s indicates that he had a
strong belief in the possibility of absolute communica-
tion through words.* But by the time he was writing
Tommy and Grizel in 1900, he had personally discarded
this belief, or developed it into a discussion of the fan-
tasist who is a specific kind of artist defined by his be-
lief in absolute personal communication. He is a man
who thinks that he can create perfect alternative worlds,
and that by initiating them from actual experience he
can generate trust in them from his audience. Once cre-
ated, the worlds are controlled absolutely by the fanta-
sist who builds defenses against the intrusion of reality
by providing detailed accounts of language, customs,
and a way of life that needs no reference to an external
standard. Both the creation and control of these worlds
demand a passive audience accepting and believing
rather than involved and experiencing.

In Tommy and Grizel Barrie follows up the implica-
tions of these totally self-sufficient worlds. It is interest-
ing that the one chapter explicitly demonstrating the
process of Tommy’s fantasizing corresponds exactly to
Walter Pater’s description of image-making in the last
chapter of The Renaissance,® and significantly, in Senti-
mental Tommy Barrie connects the fantasy process with
what he saw as the “art for art’s sake” movement led
by Pater. His point is that if art is totally self-sufficient,
its responsibility is to itself, and its morality becomes
relative. Barrie points out on many occasions that while
this kind of irresponsibility to others is acceptable in a
child who is mainly unconscious of the process, it is
not so in a man consciously producing a piece of art.’
Both novels by Barrie also contain many instances of
the ambivalent and dangerous nature of fantasy. The
ambivalence stems from the fact that fantasy is some-
thing to escape to, and escape can be effective only if
one becomes unconscious of the limits of the story. Yet
if one is to control the story, one cannot become en-
tirely unconscious of its existence. Tommy himself is
killed when he follows his fantasy into an extreme situ-
ation which he cannot control. The danger of fantasy is
that its final realization ends in madness or death.

The “Tommy” stories provide an obvious study of Bar-
rie’s early beliefs about the powers of a writer through
the central character. Yet he also examines his own mo-
tives for writing about Tommy through the narrator of
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each work, and the tone becomes increasingly cynical
and bitter as he approaches the year 1900. In Tommy
and Grizel the narrator interrupts a sarcastic comment
on Tommy’s obituaries to ask himself why he even
wrote about such a despicable character. He concludes
that although Tommy failed to conquer his selfishness
and egoism, at least he tried. Barrie wishes not just to
condemn fantasy, but also to demonstrate the essential
battle with it if man is to avoid self-delusion.

To achieve the fantasy worlds in his novels Barrie uses
a four-part structure intrinsically connected to the tone
of the narrator. The first section creates trust in the nar-
rator, who in the second presents a situation that arises
from actual events. This leads to the third part, which
produces the central fantasy, usually the main charac-
ter’s personal interpretation of the situation, presented
as the only reality. The final part of each book places in
a perspective the interpretation of the central fantasy. In
earlier work such as The Little Minister, Barrie allows
the fantasy to be reinforced, but in the later work, the
narrator ironically removes all the bases for belief in
the interpretation built up by the central character.

The Little White Bird is an exception to this structural
pattern and anticipates the later three-part structure of
Barrie’s plays. Here the author also fuses the roles of
narrator and fantasist. The narrator is the ironic voice
conscious of reality, yet the character side of him is the
fantasist trying to escape responsibilities. The first part
of the book becomes a series of episodes with the nar-
rator constantly exposing his delusions and then creat-
ing new desires. There is a central fantasy, but it is here
isolated, recognized as fantasy, not brought into real
life. The fantasy itself reflects this condition, for it pre-
sents Peter Pan as the very young child, an unconscious
fantasist. The conditions for his survival are complete
separation from human beings, and isolation beyond his
control not only in a park but on a real island in a river.
It should be noted that the increasing isolation in which
Barrie places the physical and mental islands of his
work indicates his growing awareness of the dangers of
fantasy. The final part of the book shows the narrator
slowly and painfully trying to get rid of the lady Ro-
mance, who makes a sentimental fool of him in the first
part, and to accept the reality of a real woman, Mary.

I

Before moving on to the plays which succeed The Little
White Bird, it is important to note the relationship of
Barrie’s ideas to the comments on fantasy made by
other major contemporary authors. Barrie’s attitude to
fantasy distinguished the pure fantasy of the child and
an equation of adult fantasy with sentimentalism in
both “sentimental” Tommy and the sentimental narrator
of The Little White Bird. Behind this definition we can
see the immensely influential figure of Meredith. In

Meredith’s The Egoist, the central character, like
Tommy, is a supreme fantasist creating a fantasy of
self-limited perfection in his home and life. The related
essay, An Essay on Comedy . . ., explicitly examines
the egoist as sentimentalist.” The influence of Meredith
can also be found in the work of most of Barrie’s con-
temporaries.® But the closest to Barrie is D. H. Lawr-
ence. He speaks of fantasy as a circle of self-
consciousness evading the “real being of men. . . .
He too notes that when fantasy becomes conscious, it
becomes egoistical and sentimental,” and sentimental-
ism is linked with an adult wish to regain the fantasy of
childhood, which Lawrence condemns as “disgusting.”

For all these critics, the big point is the questionable
use of personal authority over reality through fantasy,
and the demand of fantasists for a passive audience to
evade reality. All also perceive a need for some external
authority, social, political or religious. Significantly, the
most comprehensive modern study of fantasy, Colin
Manlove’s Modern Fantasy, concludes by saying that
“the only basis in our reality . . . became the creator
and not his audience.” Further, the fantasist’s self-
involvement leads to sentimentality and escapism for
himself and a “benign determinism” towards his audi-
ence.” It is the concept of human authority and control
taken to its extreme that makes possible the isolated
fantasies of potential perfection. It is interesting that the
dominant image of an island in Barrie’s works, which
he himself notes in the dedication of Peter Pan (1928),
is present in many other works of fantasy.” Islands are
important because it is insularity that removes the in-
vented world from actuality. But fantasy’s potential per-
fection is only potential, for it is an unavoidable situa-
tion that “No man is an lland, intire of it selfe. . . .”“
It is the assumption of perfection that the fantasist
makes when he creates his worlds; and it is the danger
in this assumption about which Barrie and other critics
were worried.

Between 1892 and 1902 there is a marked decline in
Barrie’s satisfaction with the novel as a mode. The
amount of dialogue increases enormously until The
Little White Bird with its narrator/character, which has
some later chapters virtually entirely spoken.' Here
also the chapter structures and thematically consistent
units of the previous novels break up to produce an epi-
sodic, scene-like progression. It is important that this
growing disenchantment with the novel is coincident
with Barrie’s condemnation of fantasy writing. The
structure of drama is the practical solution to his techni-
cal need for more dialogue and scenic development of
plot. But the questions remain: why does he develop
more towards a dramatic technique, and how does the
mode provide a medium more suitable for his change in
attitude towards the artist’s responsibilities in communi-
cation?
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One obvious difference between novelistic and dramatic
modes is the relationship of the audience to the work of
art. The novel is intensely individual, usually function-
ing on a one-to-one, reader-to-book, response. The con-
trol that the author can exercise over that response is
therefore immense. Theatre, as George Steiner com-
ments, provides immediate social implications not found
in the novel.” The very fact that one sits in an audience
not only creates a greater mental distance between the
art and the spectator, but also partially conditions one’s
response to the surrounding public response. Further,
theatre is based on illusion. The spectator actively
chooses at some point to accept this convention, and at
any given moment the suspension of disbelief may be
stopped. T. S. Eliot makes an interesting distinction be-
tween the actively involved audience in the theatre as
opposed to the more passive audience of film. In a broad
generalization he notes that the intent of film is to cre-
ate “the illusion that we are observing the actual
event. . . .”” Many novels have a similar intent, and
certainly those which are based on fantasy, yet the mani-
fest illusion of the theatre is far less conducive to the
realizing of fantasy.

Barrie tried to stabilize the presence of fantasy in his
novels either by isolating it or by treating it ironically.
In drama he found that the implicit separation between
the spectator and the play controlled and pointed out
the inescapable limits of the story more successfully
than novelistic convention. Technically, the increased
use of dialogue and episodic development in The Little
White Bird cuts down on descriptive interpretation that
can be used to control response. In the drama he still
can and does exercise an editorial role through his ex-
tensive commentary; yet this does not intrude upon the
play as the audience sees it. But fundamentally, Barrie
recognizes the positive role of illusion in the theatre. As
he comments in the bitter, autobiographical allegory
Pantaloon: “It is well known . . . that actors in general
are not the same off the stage as on; . . . they dress for
their parts, speak words written for them which they do
not necessarily believe. . . .”* It is the public and con-
scious knowledge of the illusory nature of theatre that
Barrie needs in coming to terms with his new sense of
artistic responsibility.

I

The role of the narrator is instrumental in understanding
Barrie’s perspective on fantasy and his attitude to his
art. One can only, like the narrator/character of The
Little White Bird, face the delusion, expose it and ex-
perience reality, and then fall into another. Just so the
role of the commentator is necessary to an understand-
ing of the plays. Yet here the invisibility of the com-
mentator in the work as theatre is the safeguard Barrie
seeks, for his personal control is one step away, trans-
formed and interpreted.

Quality Street, the first of Barrie’s really successful
plays, has many aspects of the earlier work, but points
to his later style and thematic content. The play has a
four-act structure, and a central fantasy: Brown’s desire
for Phoebe to become a girl again. But when he is faced
with this possibility in the third act, he is dissatisfied. In
the final act the commentator hints that Brown’s new
vision of Phoebe may yet become fantasy again, for he
refuses to accept that she will grow older. But this po-
tential delusion is not emphasized. The audience is al-
lowed to entertain its possible reality.

Just as The Little White Bird indicates a shift to a three-
part structure and a clearer isolation of the island of
fantasy, so The Admirable Crichton, although in four
acts, shifts to three main parts: London society, the is-
land, and London society. After this play only one of
Barrie’s full-length dramas is in four acts; the others
clearly reserve the central act for fantasy. The Admi-
rable Crichton also anticipates another development.
Both London society and the island society exist only
as personal interpretations of social rules; they appear
arbitrary and fantastic. What is interesting is that the
transitional periods between societies provide the char-
acters with opportunities to find out about themselves,
just as the narrator in The Little White Bird did be-
tween fantasies. But in The Admirable Crichton, only
Crichton and Mary even realize other aspects of them-
selves, and they have not the strength to act upon them.

The movement from fantasy to fantasy, with the possi-
bility of discovering one’s self in between and even
changing, becomes a central theme of all Barrie’s plays.
The dedication to Peter Pan speaks of people usually
passing without change from room to room, but con-
cedes that one may change “through effort of will,
which is a brave affair . . .” (492). Yet as Barrie con-
tinues to become more aware of the potential influence
of words in art, his attitude to the role of the man who
makes this movement possible, the fantasist, gradually
shifts its perspective.

Peter Pan, as the boy “who would not grow up,” not the
boy who did not grow up, is the conscious fantasist, no
longer a child yet determined to stay within his in-
vented world. The commentator explicitly notes that
Never Land is Peter’s island; he has made it.® The cre-
ation of a complete personal world is the first of Bar-
rie’s conditions of fantasy. The second, absolute control
over the actions and events, is also fulfilled. Peter con-
trols not only the events but also their interpretations.
At the end of each day when Wendy asks him what he
has been doing, Peter tells her his version; but she is
“never quite sure . . . ; indeed the only one who is sure
about anything on the island is Peter” (549). She be-
comes a passive audience “too guarded by this time to
ask . . .” (538) for any truth.



