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AESTHETICS OF INNOCENCE, 1858-1939
Anna Madeleine Redcay, Ph.D.

University of Pittsburgh, 2012

Scholars frequently protest against reference to the real child in relation to adult-authored
children’s literature. My dissertation exposes the fundamental flaw in extending this injunction
to the literary production of real children. By recovering the wildly popular, critically acclaimed
and bestselling juvenilia of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, I contend that child-
authored texts make manifest individual children’s absorption and manipulation of culture.
Although critics such as Beverly Lyon Clark aptly note a growing bifurcation of children’s and
adult’s literature at the turn of the century, | argue that adult and child authors alike participated
in the construction of the “real child” as a trope of literary representation. In highlighting the
centrality of the child’s individualistic voice to both juvenilia’s success and canonical literature’s
innovations, however, | resist literary-historical narratives that characterize the era of the Cult of
the Child as one straightforwardly invested in childhood innocence. Instead, I claim that authors
such as Henry James, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Mark Twain joined the contemporary critics
of child writers such as Marjory Fleming and Opal Whiteley in promoting a highly paradoxical
aesthetics of innocence integral to the pursuit of narrative authenticity. | illustrate how the co-
existence of idealized notions and pragmatic concerns regarding children in this time rendered
the “long-defended gate” of childhood a prized but flexible boundary between innocence and
experience. In keeping with such developments as the play movement, child study, and child-
centered education, adults not only perceived children’s precocious talents as directly dependent
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upon their naiveté, but also went to great lengths to school children in this natural state. By
reading juvenilia as children’s literature, however, | offer an interpretative methodology that
resists Romantic binaries positing adults’ and children’s knowledge as distinctive from one
another. Far from supporting Jacqueline Rose’s thesis that literature “colonizes” children, | assert
that juvenilia marketed to young readers reveal the ways in which real children may actively
engage with constructions of innocence and overcome the “impossible” power imbalance

between children’s literature and children.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION: “THE LONG-DEFENDED GATE”: REAL CHILDREN AND

THE PARADOXES OF INNOCENCE

Between 1919 and the advent of World War 11, an unprecedented vogue for child-authored texts
peaked, with at least fifty-six juvenilia appearing in the 1920s and seventy-four in the 1930s.
These books were published by major houses such as Putnam, Macmillan, and Knopf and
reviewed by critics in national newspapers like the New York and London Times. In this
dissertation, | argue that these now mostly forgotten texts are not marginal ephemera, but rather
key cultural artifacts that offer an alternate narrative about not only the relationship of real
children to Anglo-American literature, but also the construction of innocence in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Through my analyses of juvenilia, | call into question
the widespread notion that adults in this time period guarded the divide between their own
experiences and those of children without ambivalence. Instead, contemporary responses to these
texts reveal profoundly paradoxical definitions of innocence that blur such lines, allowing

readers to credit the child author simultaneously for her knowledge of literary convention and her

! These figures are based upon Jane B. Wilson’s bibliography of published children’s writing and
represent texts written by authors under eighteen and issued by major publishing companies in
the United States or England. These numbers do not include anthologies or privately printed
materials. My own research suggests that there are famous texts missing from Wilson’s 1982
compilation, such as Pamela Brown’s The Swish of the Curtain (1941). See Wilson, Children’s
Writings.



transcendence of tired forms, her arduous work and her spontaneous play, her acumen and her
naiveté. In the following chapters, | articulate a methodology for interpreting child-authored texts
that highlights the reading practices common to not only juvenilia, but also adult-authored texts,
practices that both invoke and complicate the binary between naiveté and maturity. Recognizing
that the “innovations” of these texts frequently rest upon the presumption of such a binary
provides the opportunity to reconsider literary-historical narratives that frame literature as
exclusionary of real children.

Beginning with Daisy Ashford’s wildly popular satire of Victorian romance, The Young
Visiters (1919), the juvenilia of this era enjoyed critical and commercial successes that speak to
their cultural significance. Hugh Walpole, for instance, ventured that Ashford’s novella would
join Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland as an immortal text of the English language (455). The
serialization of Opal Whiteley’s childhood nature diaries in The Atlantic Monthly, and their
subsequent publishing as The Story of Opal (1920) attests to the journals’ popularity. That the
Christian Science Monitor’s reviewer joined other readers in perceiving Whiteley as “one of a
company” with Wordsworth and other poet-naturalists, however, indicates that readers
considered the young author’s records more than a passing source of amusement (“Amazing
Tale” 3). In 1936, Patience, Richard, and Johnny Abbe’s travel memoir Around the World in
Eleven Years topped the New York Times bestseller list with Gone With the Wind.? A few years

later, May Lamberton Becker of the New York Herald-Tribune declared Katharine Hull and

2 0On August 2 and September 13, 1936, Around the World in Eleven Years was the number one
bestselling non-fiction text according to the New York Times, while Gone With the Wind was the
number one fictional work (“Best-Selling Books” BR12, BR18). Until 1942, the New York
Times’s bestseller list was published roughly once a month; reports of top regional book sales
appeared weekly. Around the World in Eleven Years first earned a spot on the national list on
May 3, 1936; the book maintained a position of eighth or better until January 31, 1937, and was
listed as the third bestselling non-fiction text of 1936 (“Best-Selling Books of 1936,” 102).
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Pamela Whitlock, the young authors of The Far-Distant Oxus and its two sequels (1937-1939),
*among our steady providers of children’s literature” (7). These varied markers of respect just
begin to suggest the admiration and curiosity that child-authored texts incited (not to mention the
controversies) as well as juvenilia’s subsequent ramifications for our understanding of literary
criticism’s segregation of the child’s voice from the adult’s.

While the childhood writing of established authors such as Jane Austen or Charlotte
Bronté have recently received more critical attention,® juvenilia by children who did not pursue
later careers in literature continue to be all but neglected by critics. A substantial if under-
investigated body of literature, these once-famous and highly lucrative texts demonstrate that
children participated in their era’s appropriation of childhood and the “real” child’s voice as a
means to achieving literary authenticity. Beverly Lyon Clark convincingly argues that children’s
and adult’s literature underwent an increasing bifurcation at the turn of the twentieth century.’
While the literary intelligentsia may have marginalized children’s literature, however, cultural
notions of the child and the childlike became increasingly central to the project of realism.
Works such as Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884) and Henry James’s What
Maisie Knew (1897), which I discuss alongside juvenilia in Chapters Two and Four respectively,
posit the child as a source of superior integrity and honesty. By foregrounding Huck and

Maisie’s perspective, these authors in turn suggest that the child’s faulty comprehension of

® Thirteen articles on Jane Austen’s juvenilia (the first collection of which was published in
1922) appear in the MLA International Bibliography, in addition to one full-length book
collection, Jane Austen’s Beginnings: The Juvenilia and Lady Susan, edited by David J. Grey. A
similar search of the MLA database yields six articles on Charlotte Bronté’s juvenilia, as well as
two on the juvenilia she collaborated upon with her siblings. In contrast, Daisy Ashford’s The
Young Visiters (1919)—a bestselling book continuously in print since its initial publication and
most recently adapted by the BBC into a film directed by David Yates (of Harry Potter fame)
and starring Jim Broadbent and Hugh Laurie (2003)—has garnered only four scholarly articles.
* See Kiddie Lit.



literary or social convention can lend authenticity to realist literature and what they increasingly
felt were mechanical attempts at representation. Whereas previous scholarship has treated this
formulation—no less constructed in its notions of reality than previous literary models—as a
distinctly adult enterprise, my work with juvenilia illustrates that children, too, co-opted
contemporary constructions of childhood in their writing. The young authors of the St. Nicholas
League whom | discuss in Chapter Three, for instance, craft paeans to nature and childhood’s
preciousness, skillfully and self-consciously responding to editors’ prescriptions to write “what
they know” with the full knowledge that the individual’s experience should conform to pre-
dictated parameters set largely in accordance with Romantic notions of innocence. Despite these
Romantic overtones, the result of the magazine’s writing contests was not the fantasy literature
typically associated with such ideals, but realistic prose emphasizing the child’s engagement
with the material world. Indeed, the child’s perspective on the contemporary world was so highly
valued that the most popular juvenilia for either adults or children—some of which I discuss in
Chapter Five—were typically non-fiction texts lauded for their depictions of “ordinary”
childhood, no matter how extraordinary the child authors’ experiences or writing abilities. This
aspect of juvenilia supports scholars’ conceptualization of children’s literature as an increasingly
realistic genre in the early to mid-twentieth century. These texts share with the era’s adult-
authored children’s fiction a highly idealized notion of real children’s lives, which despite better
enforced labor laws and compulsory schooling, included daily contact with financial and social
woes that these texts represented as alien to or, at the very least, surmountable by their child
characters.

Given the popularity, acclaim, and theoretical opportunities opened up by twentieth-

century juvenilia, the scarcity of scholarship on these texts begs the question: why have critics all



but ignored this body of literature? Perhaps scholars have been reluctant to broach these
materials because interpreting juvenilia in the same manner one would interpret other texts
necessitates crediting young authors with the ability to navigate both literary conventions and the
rhetoric surrounding childhood. A small but vocal coterie of children’s literature critics have
argued specifically against the real child’s inclusion in literary studies, subsuming Jacqueline
Rose’s idea that there is an “impossible” relationship between adults and children that renders
children outsiders to the process by which their literature is produced (1-2).° By investigating the
ways in which young authors absorb, repeat, but also sometimes revise dominant notions of
childhood, my work implicitly questions Rose’s assumption that the power imbalance between
children and the adults who oversee literature’s production stymies children’s abilities to discern
and respond to the culture surrounding them. The presence of contemporary constructions of
childhood in juvenilia that | note above may suggest, as Perry Nodelman claims, that children
“learn childlikeness from children’s books” and other cultural artifacts (Hidden Adult 12-3).
However, the child’s ability to wield these conventions does not mean that she is incapable of
perceiving or altering them. In Chapter Five, | consider at length Katharine Hull and Pamela
Whitlock’s popular Oxus children’s series, which relays the pastoral adventures of six youngsters
on holiday in Exmoor. Here, | show that contemporary reviewers of the novels once again lauded
the young authors’ ability to replicate ideas of childhood common to the culture. However, | also
claim that Hull and Whitlock’s overtly “healthy” portrayal of children at play in nature belies

their narrative’s more idiosyncratic version of childhood. Empowered rather than constrained by

> Karen Lesnik-Oberstein is one of the most vocal of these critics. While she is careful to stress
that she’s not arguing against the existence of actual children, she contends that the differing
realities of and beliefs surrounding individual childhoods means that critics of children’s
literature may only legitimately work with constructions of childhood. See Children’s
Literature 3-36.



their relationship to and knowledge of culture, the young Oxus protagonists exemplify the ways
in which authors of juvenilia revise notions of childhood competence.

Recognizing the way in which young authors negotiate concepts of childhood means
moving away from the constrictive binary between innocence and experience that dictates that
children are either wholly naive of social constructs or wholly acculturated, and therefore
unnaturally “adult.” When interpreting texts in which a child’s voice appears (whether written by
an adult or a young author), scholars have tended to reinstate this binary. In their otherwise
sophisticated criticism, such scholars thereby unwittingly replicate Romantic ideals, obscuring
real children’s relationship to both culture and literature. Although Nodelman, for example,
credits child authors with the skills to imitate or even challenge contemporary constructions of
childhood, he presumes an implicit divide between adults” and children’s ways of experiencing
culture when he concludes that “a text genuinely expressive of childhood or childlike thinking as
experienced by a child would lack a fundamental defining quality of children’s literature”
(Hidden Adult 148). Discounting the possibility that children’s writing can be children’s
literature, Nodelman supposes that children are by definition unconscious and uncritical of
discourses of childhood. In a similar fashion, Alexandra Johnson notes “the eroding effects of
socialization on talent and identity” in Marjory Fleming’s childhood diaries (first published in
1858) as the author ages, a perception dependent upon the notion that the child’s natural state is
one of happy, inspired oblivion that exposure to society can only corrupt (97). Even
contemporary readers who credited juvenilia’s authors with literary craftsmanship or other signs
of conscious art seem unable to resist the equation of the author’s innovations with their age. For
instance, Margery Williams Bianco, best known as the author of The Velveteen Rabbit (1922),

calls thirteen-year-old Barbara Newhall Follett’s second book, The Voyage of the Norman D.



(1928), “a fine, sustained, and vivid piece of writing that would do credit to a writer of any age.”
While this comment suggests her recognition of the author’s skill independent from her status as
a child, Bianco adds that she “very much doubt[s] whether an older mind would have got so
much out of the experience or brought nearly so much to the writing of it” (943)—a conclusion
that reinstates an implicit binary between the child’s and the adult’s existence, with the child
privy to superior intuition and (ironically) therefore to superior artistic abilities as well. As Mitzi
Myers aptly observes, such assessments of children’s writing are problematic because

as long as the only metanarrative we have is the tired Romantic tale of wise child

philosophers interfered with and suppressed by adult culture, we can’t tell the story of the

juvenile passage from infans (literally, the being before language) to forked tongue (the

being who moves easily among multiple languages, making a self from what’s available,

rather than uttering the intuitive). (66)

Expanding beyond these boundaries allows us to engage critically with constructs of the
“real” child as well as with the historically underrepresented individuals to whom such notions
refer. In their foundational collection on juvenilia, The Child Writer from Austen to Woolf,
Christine Alexander and Juliet McMaster occasionally lapse into the binary thinking Meyers
warns against by referencing the child’s separate, “authentic vision” of the world, or falsely
conjecturing that the child author’s assumption of literary power is dependent upon her
“appropriation of the adult world” (McMaster 66; Alexander 11). In this dissertation, | build
upon their groundbreaking assertions elsewhere in their collection that admirably credit children
with a “literary self-consciousness” that transcends age (Alexander and McMaster 5).

At the same time that reading juvenilia can offer examples of empowered children who

actively respond to their time’s circulating ideas of childhood, reading contemporary responses



to juvenilia’s publication offers a broader understanding of the era’s notion of innocence itself.
David Sadler characterizes the fad for child authors in the 1920s° as reliant upon an adult
investment in childhood purity, suggesting that any juvenilia whose authenticity came under
suspicion elicited angry reactions: “those [works of child authors] about whose innocence there
could be no doubt,” he claims, “were the ones who captured the hearts of readers” (24). Sadler
fails, however, to consider precisely what innocence signifies for juvenilia’s early twentieth-
century audience. Given the perpetuity of a child-adult binary in reviews, publisher’s notes, and
other relevant ephemera, scholars may readily perceive readers of juvenilia as representing the
Romantic attitude toward childhood often noted in literary-historical accounts of the era. While
the authors of such accounts certainly do not represent innocence as a static category, they fail to
recognize the degree to which paradox characterizes the time period’s definitions of the concept.
Having inherited Romantic notions of the child’s innate spontaneity, moral superiority, and
transcendent kindredship with nature, parents, educators, and psychologists increasingly found
themselves in the role of enacting measures to secure this state, rather than merely admire its
natural existence at a remove. Throughout this dissertation, | term the co-existence of these
idealized and pragmatic notions surrounding childhood “neo-Romantic.” | use this term to
suggest the early twentieth century’s flexible notion of innocence, wherein traditional ideas of
the child’s purity were re-made to co-exist uneasily with modern issues of children’s schooling,
labor, and changing modes of recreation. In the following chapters, | argue that the increasing
attention children’s experiences received contributed to a cultural ethos in which innocence was

both carefully circumscribed and joyously encroached upon by adult readers; both a wholly

® Reviewers of juvenilia frequently commented on this trend; the Boston Transcript’s review of
Follett’s The House Without Windows, for instance, begins with the proclamation that this
“evidently” is “the day of child-writers” (4).



natural component of childhood and an existence to be cultivated or striven after; both a pre-
requisite to healthy play and the means to the child’s professionalization.

Far from being uniformly defined in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
then, innocence was in fact an absurdly elastic state. The rhetoric surrounding the publication of
Barbara Newhall Follett’s The House Without Windows in 1927, the year the author turned
twelve, epitomizes this flexibility. Follett’s novel is the fantastic tale of a young girl named
Eepersip who leaves her parents’ home to live in the wild, evading capture until she finally is
transformed into a wood fairy. Although reviewers lauded the text as a masterful piece of
storytelling, they simultaneously perceived the novel as the “overflow from the clear reservoirs
of a nine-year-old imagination” and evidence of the child’s “escape from the tiresome world of
grown-up mechanisms and compromises” (Lechlitner 3, Dodd 592). Critics writing in this vein
espouse one of the paradoxes inherent to neo-Romantic conceptions of childhood innocence: the
child’s acuity—her ability both to write within and improve upon literary conventions—is
directly dependent upon her naiveté. Henry Longan Stuart, reviewer for the New York Times,
encapsulates this neo-Romantic stance when he asserts that despite Follett’s “meticulous
literacy,” her novel is “the fruit of one of those impulses” which she would never be able to
express “more truly and vividly” if she were to write until age ninety. He surmises further that
“there can be few who have not at one time or another coveted the secret, innocent and wild at
the same time, of a child’s heart,” rejoicing that “here is little Miss Barbara Follett, holding the
long-defended gate wide open and letting us enter and roam at our will over enchanted
ground” (5).

Such readers not only envision innocence as an inviolable component of childhood, but

also perceive access to this enviable state as a means to refreshing both literary representation



and the adult’s dissipated relationship with life and nature. Another contingent of Follett’s critics
recognized the paradoxical nature of this conception of innocence; these readers feared that the
act of “roaming at will” through the young author’s mind was one of trespass with potentially
long-term damaging effects for the child herself. In other words, the very prose that revealed the
child author’s innocence to some readers signaled its end to others through the child’s
association with commercial or professional enterprise. Although children’s librarian and noted
critic Anne Carroll Moore has “only words of praise” for The House Without Windows, for
instance, she queries “what price” Barbara Follett will “have to pay for her ‘big days’ at the
typewriter” (348). Noting that the young author assiduously reconstructed at age nine the
manuscript she lost to a fire at age eight, Moore concludes that Follett’s “professional attitude
toward writing [. . .] seems to me less a matter for congratulation than for keen regret over
certain inalienable rights of childhood which she is bound to have forfeited by that same

token” (349).’

As Moore’s comments reveal, precocity was a chronic cause for concern among
contemporary readers of juvenilia. Reviewers like Moore were made anxious by signs of the
child’s professionalism and her understanding of literary convention or worldly matters because
these traits seemed to be indicators that the child’s innocence was endangered. Critics like Stuart

L1

above, however, paradoxically interpreted the young authors’ “inspired” prose or commentary
upon adult issues as indicators of the child’s absolute innocence. Perceptions of young authors’

precocity were often thus closely linked with perceptions of their innocence: that is, the so-called

"' When twelve years later, at the age of twenty-five, Follett walked out the door of her Brookline
apartment never to be seen again, it was as if she were fulfilling Moore’s worried critique.
Having suffered both emotionally and financially from her parents’ divorce, by her early
twenties Follett was working as stenographer, a more prosaic application for the typing skills she
acquired when she was four years old.

10



proof of one trait was often also the proof of the other, showing just how unsettled the idea of
innocence was in this time period. Answering the “charge” of precocity leveled at his daughter,
for example, Wilson Follett argues that Barbara is “an example of the norm of childhood,
undevastated by the average perversion” because she has been “let alone” (“Notes” 9). Although
Follett makes mention of her early use of a typewriter, and her interest in Beethoven and Roman
history, his emphasis is upon Barbara’s freedom from culture: “pains were taken with her
upbringing—pains to stand out of her sunlight, to give her air, to let her go it” (11).
Subsequently, his daughter is able to write with the “sunlight that would saturate any child’s
consciousness if we could only make up our minds to give nature half a chance” (10, emphasis in
original). Follett’s denial of his precocious daughter’s precocity recurs in the prefaces of many
juvenilia, wherein adult editors, publishers, famed authors, or other parents repeatedly claim that
the child’s extraordinary work directly corresponds to the ordinary, but wondrous, nature of
unadulterated childhood.

Such contradictory methods of delimiting the child’s purity indicate that innocence was a
less narrowly defined concept in the early twentieth century than scholars such as David Sadler
have typically represented it. It is true that whether contemporary critics perceive Follett’s novel
and other juvenilia as cause for celebration or concern—whether they fight to bolster neo-
Romantic notions of the real child or to safeguard the lived experiences of actual children—they
express an implicit investment in childhood innocence.® However, the various definitions of

innocence evidenced in contemporary responses to juvenilia—the young authors of which write

® Naomi J. Wood notes an apparent gender divide in the reviews of Follett’s work, with female
critics tending to treat Barbara as a subject, while men perceived her as a passive conduit (49).
My research indicates, however, that despite the slightly less idealized nature of many women’s
reviews, both male and female responses to juvenilia demonstrate inherent contradictions in their
attitudes toward childhood and its productions.
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both from within and around these competing constructs—nhighlight the paradox of childhood’s
“long-defended gate”: namely, that its enclosures both quarantine childhood from the larger
world and make possible adults’ entry into its sacrosanct sphere.

While I work, therefore, from the same premise as James Kincaid in that | see innocence
as a shifting notion often appropriated to suit adult needs, the inclusion of juvenilia in my
research allows me to move beyond his conclusion that society inflicts this “empty” category
upon children and thereby sets limits on the type of power they may possess. In keeping with
Kincaid’s conceptions, Carolyn Steedman presumes that while charming artlessness is something
which children may learn, it is “not so much performed—for that suggests children’s intention
and complicity in enacting something—as recognised by adults watching them” (147, 97,
emphasis in original). In contrast to these critics, | allot children their share of credit (or blame)
for their conscious revision and participation in the cultural constructs that scholars such as Perry
Nodelman presume inescapably “colonize” or otherwise blindside the young. Like Marah Gubar,
who argues that authors of Golden Age children’s literature and other adult participants in the
Cult of the Child express a self-conscious ambivalence concerning Romantic constructs of
innocence, | claim that both detractors and proponents of juvenilia demonstrate an often-
contradictory conceptualization of childhood. Much as Gubar recognizes the young character or
reader’s agency to “renovate” literature and the version of reality it espouses (57), | also trace the
child author’s engagement with notions of innocence, whether she plays to popular constructs or
circumvents them in her prose.’

By reading both juvenilia and adult-authored texts that operate through either a central

child narrator or perspective, I not only afford juvenilia the respect of locating them in one of

® See Kincaid 4-7; Nodelman, “The Other,” 29-35; and Gubar, Artful Dodgers, 3-38.
12



several possible literary contexts, but also reveal these works’ common investment in capturing
the child’s voice. In Chapter Two, | discuss two antecedents to juvenilia’s peak in the 1920s and
1930s: child diarist Marjory Fleming’s journals and Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn. Fleming was only eight years old when she died in 1811, leaving behind copybooks filled
with her poems, letters, and memoirs. Pairing Fleming’s diaries, which appeared in numerous
editions between 1858 and 1935 and continue to this day to be in print,® with Mark Twain’s
novel demonstrates the degree to which adults turned to the child’s voice as the means to a truer
form of expression—whether that voice was fabricated by the adult author or “innocently”
recorded by the child herself. Contemporary reviews and criticism of these works illustrate that
readers equated the child’s unconventional or flawed prose with his/her superior morality.
Hence, the supposed innocence of the child translates into a more authentic or truthful
representation of reality, free of the compromising constraints of both literary and social
conventions. While the equation of ethics with “truthful” or authentic literature may seem
particular to nineteenth-century literature and its criticism, in this chapter | argue that current
methods of reading Fleming’s juvenilia resemble those of early reviewers of Huck Finn who
predicate their assessments of Twain’s text upon their assessments of the title character’s
innocence. Presuming a divide between Fleming’s naively singular voice and the acculturated
adult’s, recent critics perpetuate the binary between innocence and experience that my analysis

of juvenilia seeks to unsettle.

19'1n 1858 H. B. Farnie published the first edition of Fleming’s work, Pet Marjorie: A Story of
Child Life Fifty Years Ago, which blended biography with excerpts from the journals. At least
one edition of these journals (compiled by different editors and with varying degrees of space
committed to Fleming’s actual prose) has been continuously in print since, with the first
complete version of her work appearing as a collotype facsimile in 1934, edited by Arundell
Esdaile. For more on the publication history of Fleming’s diary, see Chapter Two.
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In Chapter Three, I turn my focus to the young authors of the St. Nicholas League writing
contests whose work reflects a shift in the perceived relationship between childhood and
conventional competence. Here | argue that St. Nicholas Magazine editors Mary Mapes Dodge
and Albert Bigelow Paine espoused the emerging cultural assumption that childhood itself was a
form of vocation—a state achieved only through unrelenting perseverance and adult guidance. In
urging their young contributing authors to be more “childlike” or “natural” in their conduct, the
editors of St. Nicholas simultaneously influenced the content and style of children’s
compositions. Emphasizing concrete, “Anglo-Saxon” prose and realistic accounts of forays into
nature, these editors shepherded League authors away from the fantastic literature popularly
associated with the Romantic child that the contest topics courted. The poems, stories, essays,
and letters of this monthly feature illustrate, however, that far from being duped into such
representations, League members self-consciously responded to the magazine’s prompts. Their
entries show not only the skillful manipulation of conventions, but also a meta-discourse on the
well-worn tropes of childhood innocence.

In my final chapters, | investigate the role of the reader in determining juvenilia’s
successes. Whereas the competence of the young St. Nicholas League writers was made
acceptable by their largely traditional depictions of childhood, the satiric worldliness of Daisy
Ashford’s The Young Visiters and the questionable authenticity of Opal Whiteley’s published
childhood diary*! laid them open to the criticism that they capitalized on “cheap puerilities”

(McFee 3), “infant adultism” (Lechlitner 3), or adults’ love of “conceiv[ing] of children as

1 The public suspected the diary to be the work of the then-adult Whiteley. Aside from her
improbable claims that she was the unacknowledged daughter of the French aristocrat, Henri
d’Orleans, Whiteley lost readers’ trust by inserting French terms and historical dates into her
diary that she would be unlikely to know as a six-year-old in an Oregonian logging camp.
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characters in a detestably sophisticated “fairy play’” (“Notes and Comments,” Athenaeum 510).
Although these texts’ tenuous balance between the child author’s innately superior knowledge of
the world and unhealthy exposure to it subsequently divided readers into devout worshipers or
virulent detractors, proponents of Ashford’s and Whiteley’s work share with the editors of St.
Nicholas a common investment in the precocious child’s lack of precocity. In this chapter, |
argue that this investment offers a window onto the reading practice evoked not only by
juvenilia, but also by the proto-modernist works of Robert Louis Stevenson and Henry James.
The experience of reading Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden of Voices (1885) or James’s What
Maisie Knew—Iike that of reading Ashford’s novella or Whiteley’s journal—involves the
construction of a knowledgeable reader who serves as a contrast to the innocent voice—whether
real or fabricated—of the child narrator. The guessing game invoked by the interplay between
these two figures—what, exactly, does the child comprehend of what she says?—invites in turn
the reader’s meta-awareness of representational forms and literary conventions, their
inadequacies and oversimplifications. This process thereby circumnavigates proto-modernists’
concerns that realist representations be seen as innocent, one-to-one representations of reality,
and ostensibly imparts authenticity to their texts.

In my concluding chapter, the reader’s impact on juvenilia’s success meets the era’s
paradoxes of innocence once again as | contrast the divergent expectations of those juvenilia
pitched to adults versus those pitched to other children. Here, | focus on two attention-garnering
trilogies of the 1930s: Katharine Hull and Pamela Whitlock’s children’s novels, The Far-Distant
Oxus (1937), Escape to Persia (1938), and The Oxus in Summer (1939); and siblings Patience,
Richard, and Johnny Abbes’ travelogues, Around the World in Eleven Years (1936), Of All

Places! (1937), and No Place Like Home (1940). As noted above, Hull and Whitlock revise
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notions of the Romantic child in their fiction by meshing their characters’ obsessive relationship
to the pastoral with a beneficial, rather than stultifying immersion in culture. Despite the young
authors’ empowered version of childhood, however, critics repeatedly homed in upon the
traditional, and thereby “healthy” or “genuine,” aspects of their protagonists. In return for their
portrayal of appropriately childlike characters, Hull and Whitlock received praise for their
literary competence or professionalism without the usual accompanying anxiety about precocity.
The absence of this anxiety signals the degree to which juvenilia-as-children’s-literature incurred
far less skepticism than those juvenilia marketed to adults (such as the Abbes’ texts), because the
former better satisfied traditional notions of children’s experiences. The Abbes’ memoirs of life
in Hollywood and Europe on the eve of World War Il were distinctly “childish” in comparison to
the Oxus books in terms of standard literary conventions and their uninhibited pronouncements.
However, the sibling’s texts were equally “adult” in their subject matter (politics, social
hypocrisies, and their parents’ own unstable marriage). This disparity called the sanctity of their
childhood into question, reducing what for some readers was innocently wise prose into
calculated naiveté for others. The paradoxes of the era’s notion of innocence become apparent
again here as Hull and Whitlock’s professionally produced fiction gains more credit for being
authentically childlike than the Abbe children’s actual memoirs.

Referenced in the company of Sir Walter Scott, Lewis Carroll, and Arthur Ransome, the
juvenilia of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries illuminate the significant presence

of real children in the era’s mainstream literary culture.'? The reasons behind these once-famed

12 Marjory Fleming’s editors frequently portrayed the girl author as Sir Walter Scott’s muse. See
Chapter Two, 30. Reviewers classed both Daisy Ashford’s novella and Mimpsy Rhys’s mr.
hermit crab (1929) with Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865). See Walpole
455 and Evans 37. For comparisons between Katharine Hull and Pamela Whitlock, and

16



texts’ neglect relate not to their cultural relevance, then, but rather to historically complex issues
of literary scholarship. Just as children’s literature as a field of study once suffered from
hierarchical distinctions between the child and the adult—relegating texts written for the child
into a category correspondent with middle-brow literary culture—so, too, has children’s writing
felt the impact of a child-adult binary. Scholars have found it difficult to interpret these texts
without reinstating binaries the field has fought long to discard, but which reappear unprompted
in the course of reading a young person’s voice. The contemporary reviews | explore at great
length in this dissertation reveal the way in which texts by the child author (like those featuring a
child narrator) invite the reader to place himself in the role of the wise or jaded figure who better
comprehends and therefore appreciates the child’s naive or unconscious state. As my discussion
of contemporary criticism on Marjory Fleming reveals, the dichotomy between innocence and
experience, the child’s comprehension and the adult’s, subsequently infuses attempts to make
sense of the young author’s prose.

Far from being an esoteric enterprise with idiosyncratic difficulties, however, the practice
of reading juvenilia forces scholars to articulate the ways in which we commonly interpret texts.
Despite scholars’ general acquiescence to the notion that we cannot presume to assign authorial
intention to texts, readers constantly credit authors with the humor, wisdom, and other insights

their narratives offer.*®> The immediately apparent complexity of doing so with child-authored

Ransome, see Strong 1023 and the Springfield Daily Republican’s review of The Far-Distant
Oxus, 7e.

3 In 1946, W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley first voiced their concern that the pursuit of
authorial intention was not only unachievable, but also detrimental to the quality of literary
criticism. See “Intentional Fallacy,” 3-18. Twenty plus years later, Roland Barthes more
radically declared the “death” of the author, arguing that “to give an Author to a text is to impose
a limit on it, to furnish it with a final signified,” when in fact its contents are “a tissue of
quotations, drawn from the innumerable centres of culture” (147, 146). Whereas Barthes’s essay
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texts, however, exposes the ways in which our enduring interpretive practices depend upon the
assumption of a mature, self-aware, and above all, critically reflexive writer.

While scholars such as Karen Sanchez-Eppler have begun to discuss real children’s
writing, showing how children both play to and also playfully resist stereotypical notions of
childhood, they have been reluctant to theorize about their interpretative methodology.'* In each
of the following chapters, I strive to remedy this gap in scholarship on juvenilia by articulating
the ways in which | am reading my chosen texts. An example from Daisy Ashford’s The Young
Visiters, which recounts a bachelor’s and a debutante’s overlapping attempts at social-climbing,
will help to illustrate my own approach to the complexities of these seemingly simple narratives.
In Ashford’s opening chapter, Mr. Salteena, an “elderly man of 42 [who is] fond of asking
peaple to stay with him”(17), responds to Lord Bernard Clark’s invitation to stay with him—and
to bring “one of [his] young ladies whichever is the prettiest in the face” (18)—thus:

Certainly 1 shall come and stay with you next Monday | will bring Ethel Monticue

commonly called Miss M. She is very active and pretty. | do hope | shall enjoy myself

with you. | am fond of digging in the garden and | am parshial to ladies if they are nice |
suppose it is my nature. I am not quite a gentleman but you would hardly notice it but

cant be helped anyhow. (19)

Ashford’s misspellings and faulty grammar immediately signal the text’s unconventional
narration. Determining whether these idiosyncrasies and the innuendo of the passage are

indicative of the author’s unconscious production or the height of artifice, however,

celebrates the birth of the reader “as the site where this multiplicity is collected” (148), Michel
Foucault considers the relationship between the “author-function” and authority one that
perpetuates the exclusion of the reader from the creation of textual meaning. See Foucault
113-138.

14 See Chapters One and Four in particular of Dependent States.
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circumscribes the text’s signifying potential by positing that it is inextricable from the child’s
state of mind. Besides almost inevitably subjecting the literary text to simplified constructions of
the child—who is thereby either entirely aware or entirely naive of her statements’ meaning—
this approach hampers our ability to treat juvenile-authored texts as we would other literature.

Recognizing that one cannot arrive at a definitive understanding of the child author’s
level of consciousness in relationship to any given moment in the text releases one from a task
that would never legitimately arise if it were an adult female author, for instance, under
consideration. My goal in pursuing this research is not, after all, to recover a uniform notion of
what children are actually like, but rather to acknowledge that they are (much like adults)
variously mimics of and re-shapers of culture, and to read their texts with according flexibility.
As Kenneth Kidd warns, it would be a misconception or “sheer fantasy” to think that studying
real children would amount to uncovering the truth about children or the “wholeness of
childhood” (150). Likewise, | agree with Peter Cumming’s admonishment that to ‘assume that
“the child” is directly and transparently accessible “inside children’s writing” would be to fall
straight into another trap” (110).

To decide, subsequently, that the potential pitfalls of making claims about juvenilia are
reason for not pursuing these texts, however, is to whitewash the very practices common to the
interpretation of literature. As the reader absorbs Mr. Salteena’s admission that he is very
“parshial to ladies,” but “not quite a gentleman,” she must consider whether these statements are
to be taken sincerely or as a tongue-in-cheek reworking of previous Victorian romances. Part of
this determination involves assessing whether the texts’ overall tone indicates the story will be
one of dastardly deeds or humorous social missteps. The same process is implicit in the act of

reading an adult-authored text: although in casual reading we make these interpretative moves so
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automatically that we hardly pause to consider them, texts like P. G. Wodehouse’s “Jeeves and
Wooster” stories, for instance, ask that readers ascertain whether the harebrained schemes and
dialogue of Bertie Wooster and his friends (nearly as ludicrous in their behavior as Ashford’s
protagonists) are to be taken as the author’s misunderstanding of normative social behavior, the
record of absolute madness, or simply lighthearted fare. Certainly, the ambiguity of what Daisy
knows draws the reader into a more distinctly meta-consideration of the relationship between the
author’s state of mind and the text’s characteristics. In the end, however, her novella is as much a
comedy of romance and manners as Wodehouse’s, because regardless of Ashford’s intention, the
process of querying just what kind of mischief an “active” girl such as Ethel might invite,
renders the narrative humorous. As | consider individual juvenilia throughout this dissertation,
then, | pay a significant amount of attention to the interplay between the reader and the text, and
the impact of conceptions of childhood and innocence upon contemporary assessments of
juvenilia. At the same time, however, | take it as a matter of course that the child author herself
negotiates cultural ideals, granting her credit, as we would any other author, for her pithy social
commentary and apt handling of her characters’ actions, no matter how idiosyncratic.

Although juvenilia titillated, awed and sold their way into a starring role in Anglo-
American culture, I am not the first to lament the waning interest in these celebrity texts and their
authors as they aged. In May 1941, more than a year after the disappearance of his now-twenty-
five-year-old daughter Barbara, Wilson Follett published an open letter to her in the Atlantic
Monthly in which he marvels at the lack of effort to recover the lost author: “*Could Helen Hayes
be lost for ten days without a trace? Could Thomas Mann? Could Churchill?” And now it is
getting on toward forty times ten days, and the thing four thousand times as preposterous as ever

after a twelvemonth” (564). In the same way that Follett found it incomprehensible that the loss
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of his once-lauded daughter could go unnoted, it is inexplicable that the juvenilia of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries should go uninvestigated by literary and cultural studies
scholars today, as these texts’ successes reflected their time period’s co-option of childhood as a
marker of higher artistry or integrity, while garnering significant critical attention on their own
merits. As Wilson Follett remarks:

What would it mean to the dweller in a mountain valley if a peak that he had

contemplated steadily for a quarter of a century were suddenly blotted from the

landscape? [. . .] This sky, in the sector where you should be, has now been misshapen for

one whole round of the seasons [. . . ]. (565)

Many of the juvenilia of Barbara Newhall Follett’s day have been absent from our
literary-critical landscape at least seventy rounds of seasons now. In this dissertation, | restore
the shape of this terrain by reinstating real children’s writing to its proper place in the era’s
literature and culture, offering a new-old perspective on children’s centrality to conceptions of

innocence, competence, and the authentic experience.
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20 “ASFOR REGANING MY CHARACTER I DESPARE”: MARJORY FLEMING,

HUCKLEBERRY FINN, AND THE AESTHETICS OF INNOCENCE

Although child diarist Marjory Fleming died in 1811, just shy of her ninth birthday, her status as
a literary figure endured well into the twentieth century. Editions of her journals and poetry have
appeared in varying forms (and with varying degrees of accuracy) from 1847 to the current day,
prompting praise not only from her fawning editors, but also from authors such as Leslie
Stephen, Robert Louis Stevenson and, at the greatest length, Mark Twain. The history of her
diary’s publication and reception illustrates the way in which admirers of juvenilia sustain a
common interest in young authors’ purity despite valuing these texts for divergent reasons over
time. Mid-Victorians lauded Fleming’s compositions as a window onto child life, while editors
and reviewers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries valorized the journals’
aesthetics for their lack of artifice. Indeed, between the final decades of the nineteenth century
and the peak of child-authored texts’ publication in roughly the 1930s, the average adult reader
increasingly hailed juvenilia—children’s “innocent” outpourings—as the means to a truer form
of expression.”> Such readers perceived the idiosyncrasies of such texts as emblematic of the
child’s remove from adult influence and convention—a view that simultaneously secured the

author’s moral and literary superiority.

1> This was not, of course, a universal response to juvenilia. As | discuss in Chapter Three,
outlets like St. Nicholas Magazine’s League of young authors encouraged children to cultivate
their “innocent” prose, rendering it an equally contrived form of literary expression.
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The ostensible turn towards the young author’s literary aesthetics as the focal point of her
accomplishments was thus still inexplicably caught up with the figure of the child herself.
Fleming enthusiasts, for instance, consistently described the author’s ability to subvert or
revitalize language and form in terms of her unconscious freedom from convention; and “Pet
Marjorie”—the diminutive and misspelled appellation Fleming’s first editor,’® H. B. Farnie,
conferred upon the young author—was a name that Fleming’s admirers persisted in linking to
her.” Thus, even as a model of authenticity and individuality, Fleming’s creative success
paradoxically relied upon her normative position as an innocent child.

Given her diaries’ long-spanning publication history, in this chapter I demonstrate how
Marjory Fleming’s juvenilia serves as a model for the ways in which child writers’ misspellings,
malapropisms, and irregular forms gradually became “proof” of the young’s ability to proffer
both moral and literary truths. Even as Fleming’s early readers noted her pedantic sermonizing
and worldly passions, they repeatedly linked an idealized image of the child with their
interpretations of her texts, promoting the idea that young authors provided readers not only with
an individualistic (and therefore superior) view of life, but also with a more authentic form of
literary representation. Katherine L. Carlson argues that the scarcity of scholarship on Fleming is
the result of critics’ “post-structural disavowals of binaries and the marginalization they cause”
(370). Because even modern readers, however, tend to conceptualize Fleming’s diaries, verse,
and letters as a blend of her “true” child voice and the voice of intervening adults, | explore how

the critical inheritance of Romantic binaries—which juxtapose the innocent child with the

16" Alexandra Johnson suggests that Isabella Keith’s supervision and critique of Fleming’s
writing render Isa the first editor of the famed journals. Johnson adds that under Isa’s influence,
Fleming swiftly began to self-edit her expressiveness. See The Hidden Writer, 35.

7 sadly, the epithet appears to this day on Marjory’s tombstone in Kirkcaldy, Scotland.
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acculturated adult—continues to limit scholars’ capacity to treat juvenilia as an integral part of
literary history, rather than as mere oddities. Such approaches to child-authored texts likewise
ignore the degree to which juvenilia’s authors were both active participants in and re-shapers of
Anglo-American culture. In this chapter, | argue that critics’ inability to separate the text from its
child author not only erects unwarranted divisions between real children’s and real adults’
consciousness of literary and cultural discourses, but also reveals the degree to which modern
literary criticism in general perpetuates statements about writers’ intentions, despite the field’s
broad acknowledgement of the “death” of the author.*®

Bestselling, theoretically provocative, or otherwise deserving of consideration in their
own right, juvenilia also offer new ways of contextualizing narrative experimentation in
literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While | reserve my discussion of
juvenilia’s potential impact upon definitions of children’s literature for Chapters Three and Five,
the latter portion of this chapter explores the way in which the appropriation of the child’s voice
in adult literature sprung from a cultural belief in the idea that an “uncultivated” or otherwise
innocent prose offered a superior literary truth or realism.

To illustrate this phenomenon, | take as an example a text widely understood in popular
culture as having helped to democratize the voice of literature—namely, Mark Twain’s
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). In this later segment of the chapter, my goal is to
elucidate not how scholarship currently contends with Twain’s work and issues of realism or
representation in late nineteenth-century literature, but rather how historical perspectives on this
text resemble the way in which juvenilia continue to be read today. Despite healthy sales,

Twain’s novel endured a varied critical reception for its first fifty years, before gradually

18 See note 13.
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achieving canonical status. While critical debates about Huckleberry Finn in the latter half of the
twentieth century up until the current day have centered largely upon the book’s handling of
racism, contemporary evaluations of the novel hinged almost exclusively upon the degree to
which readers valued the narrator’s innocence: those who censored the novel in the nineteenth
century did so with the belief that both its content and language were vulgar; those who
applauded the book did so believing that Huck’s innocence of moral and literary conventions
paradoxically rendered the text both highly ethical and more successfully realistic than previous
adult prose.

That this latter viewpoint emerged increasingly as the twentieth century progressed, and
during the time period in which juvenilia’s publication reached its peak, speaks to the
relationship between the valuing of the child’s prose and the opening up of the literary field to
alternate forms of representation. Twain’s Harper’s Bazaar essay on Fleming shows his intense
personal interest in the young author; his continual return to childhood in his work—which
culminates with the use of the child’s “own” voice in Huckleberry Finn—likewise corresponds
to the youth-revering culture that simultaneously contributed to the success of juvenilia such as
Fleming’s and the advent of narrative experimentation in adult realist literature. Despite these
connections, the American satirist’s “hypercanonized”'® novel and the Scottish child’s private
papers may seem an odd pairing, and reading the two in concert asks that scholars forestall the
critical tendency to segregate “high” culture from what has hitherto been considered low culture.

By reading the two texts as equals, | explicitly ask that we set aside the temptation to dismiss

9 A term I borrow from Jonathan Arac’s apt exploration of the book’s critical history in
Huckleberry Finn as Idol and Target.
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Fleming’s work as insignificant ephemera or Twain’s novel as an exaggerated masterpiece, as
doing either means indulging in a hierarchical binary between the child and the adult that | seek
to unsettle here.

In novels such as The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) or The Prince and the Pauper
(1881), and tales such as “The Story of the Bad Little Boy” (1865), Twain used child figures to
satirize institutional or adult enterprises. In Huckleberry Finn, however, he sought to replicate
the child’s voice itself as a tool for such social commentary; in doing so, he mirrored the general
trend in the reception of Fleming’s work, which was to focus increasingly upon the child’s
language as a means of accessing her unconscious wisdom. Critics like Lionel Trilling, who
helped secure the canonical status of Twain’s novel, implicitly linked Huck’s vernacular dialect
or unconventional expressions to his superior morality. Never secure in his comprehension of the
moral truisms of social convention or Sunday school literature, Huck’s naive brand of skepticism
thus renders him capable of judging Jim’s worth by his private standards rather than society’s.
That scholars largely see the final “Evasion” chapters—those in which Huck acquiesces to Tom
Sawyer’s clichéd literary models for rescuing Jim— as a failure signals the degree to which
readers have linked the novel’s success with its protagonist’s innocent interpretation of cultural
narratives and language.

It is important to note here that critics who laud Huck’s famous resignation to “go to hell”
as symptomatic of the boy’s unconsciously superior ethics ignore Huck’s conformity to racist
ideologies elsewhere in the text, casting his cruelty to Jim in the final chapters as a blemish in the
novel rather than a blemish in Huck’s morality. Although Twain frequently waxed nostalgic
upon his own youth in both private letters and his published work, he rejected the Romantic idea

of childhood as a time apart from the imperfect adult world. Instead, his fiction portrayed

26



characters like Huck as “real” children—flawed by their association with society, if ultimately
more virtuous than adults.

In my respective sections on Huckleberry Finn and Fleming’s diaries, | will consider how
this particular representation of innocence—imperfect and therefore more realistically pure—has
fueled readers’ fetishization of both Huck’s and Marjory’s authenticity. The “bad boy” texts of
authors like Twain and his contemporaries Thomas Bailey Aldrich, Charles Dudley Warner, and
William Dean Howells offered readers the illusion that their semi-autobiographical, semi-
fictional narratives granted access to the child’s true nature.?® Ironically, while such mischief-
laden tales ostensibly allowed the real child a place in literature, the success of the depictions
still relied upon a highly idealized image of childhood, in which the young’s proximity to the
adult or the corrupt paradoxically reinforced their innocence. For those reviewers and scholars
who praised Huckleberry Finn and Fleming’s journals, the more they witnessed Huck amongst
gambling and thieving company or consumed the girl’s records of love affairs with young men,
the more assured they were of the child’s purity. The unconscious nature of Huck’s moral
resolve works, for example, with his obvious faults (he skips school, swears, and lies profusely)
to suggest the ostensible authenticity of Twain’s depiction. Describing herself as “more like a
little young Devil” than a pliable child, Fleming’s behavior mirrors Huck’s in that she is not
impossibly good and pious but rather believably blemished and therefore, to many readers, more

profound in her unconsciously wise utterances (40).%

20 See Aldrich’s The Story of a Bad Boy (1869), Warner’s Being a Boy (1878), and Howells’s
Boy Town (1890). For a discussion of these texts, see also Chapter Two of Kenneth B. Kidd’s
Making American Boys.

21 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from Fleming’s work are taken from the edition
transcribed by Frank Sidgwick.
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For many authors and readers at the turn of the twentieth century, the child’s voice,
whether real or fabricated by the adult, became a means of accessing a more authentic literary
representation. Ernest Hemingway’s declaration in 1935 that Huckleberry Finn was the source
of all modern American literature (Hemingway 21), coincided with the heyday of the publication
of juvenilia, as well as the production of the first unabridged version of Fleming’s compositions.
This overlap suggests that investment in the child’s expressivity was an increasingly widespread
phenomenon in British and American culture. This chapter seeks to elucidate the degree to
which this voice was integral to the development of an *“authentic” literary realism and to
illustrate how the real child’s centrality to this development has rendered juvenilia a valuable,

but methodologically challenging resource today.

2.1 FLEMING AND HER ADMIRERS

Marjory Fleming was born in 1803 in Kirkcaldy, Scotland. The most influential event of her
short life was undoubtedly her extended visit to her older cousin Isabella Keith in nearby
Edinburgh. Fleming’s absorption into the Keith household along with the more cosmopolitan
atmosphere of the city afforded the then six-year-old girl resources and attention that she might
otherwise have not received in her own small town, amidst numerous siblings and a new baby

sister.”?  With Isa (Marjory’s nickname for her cousin) overseeing her education, Fleming

22 Fleming spent her sixth, seventh, and much of her eighth year in Edinburgh. After viewing the
original manuscripts at the National Library of Scotland, I concur with Frank Sidgwick’s dating
of her journals: thus, Fleming was seven when she wrote her first two diaries, and eight years old
when she completed her third. Throughout this chapter, when quoting the diaries, I refer to
Fleming in accordance with the age she was when she wrote the selected passage.
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undertook a record of her new life; her journals describe everything from sermons to Regency
bonnets, from the crimes of the Newgate Calendar to what she perceived as her own
impassioned love affairs.

Before turning to the contents of Fleming’s journals—which prompted Leslie Stephen to
include her in the Dictionary of National Biography in 1889—it is worthwhile to consider their
publication history, as it reveals the gradual transition from nineteenth-century readers’ primary
interest in juvenilia as a window onto the real child’s life, to early-twentieth-century readers’
belief that access to the young author’s innocent voice might increase the possibility of attaining
literary authenticity. Lovingly preserved by her family for several decades as the memorabilia of
a lost child, Fleming’s diaries, poetry, and letters did not become public until local author and
librettist H. B. Farnie published an article on “Pet Marjorie” in the Fife Herald in 1847. In 1858,
Farnie turned this piece into a six-penny booklet entitled Pet Marjorie: A Story of Child Life
Fifty Years Ago. It was not long thereafter that the much better known Dr. John Brown seized
upon Fleming as a topic. The publication of his “Pet Marjorie: A Sketch” in The North British
Review in 1863 sparked warring book-length editions from both himself and Farnie, as they vied
for the position of expert in all things Fleming. In both cases, the texts were largely
biographical, focusing upon the preciousness of Marjory as a child, rather than upon the
distinctiveness of her prose. Farnie inserted fragments of Fleming’s text into his story of the
“angel in the house” with disregard for their original order and an inconsistent correction of the
girl’s spelling, while Brown added to Farnie’s infantilizing depiction of Marjory as a “Pet,” by
claiming that Sir Walter Scott often looked to his “bonnie wee croodlin doo” to sit upon his lap

and amuse him (Farnie 5, Brown 16). This sentimental scenario, based upon a thin suggestion in
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one of Fleming’s sister’s letters, has stuck so obdurately to the young diarist’s image, that even
contemporary critics sometimes presume it to be fact.?

Although the Victorians may have been among Fleming’s most fervent admirers, editions
of the journals continued to appear regularly well into the twentieth century that suggest a
deepening investment in the young author’s prose itself. In 1904, Fleming’s third editor, Lachlan
MacBean, issued his own first edition of Pet Marjorie, recovering some of the misprints and
censored segments of Farnie’s and Brown’s versions.?* Editions of MacBean’s book appeared
regularly thereafter, including one in 1920—a year in which Anglo-American culture was
permeated with references to famed juvenile authors Daisy Ashford and Opal Whiteley (see
Chapter Four). It was not until 1934, however, that that any editors presented Fleming’s words in
a completely unaltered form: the manuscripts having recently become the property of the
National Library of Scotland, Arundell Esdaile produced a collotype facsimile of the Scottish
writer’s juvenilia, a publication which was followed the next year by Frank Sidgwick’s more
affordable (and legible), transcribed edition. The belated nature of this publication shows how
confused the line was between an appreciation of Fleming’s writing and an appreciation of the
girl author herself, allowing editors to laud the young girl’s prose while offering only a fraction

of it to her readers.

28 See, for instance, Judith Plotz’s otherwise adept article on Fleming’s work, “The Pet of
Letters: Marjorie Fleming’s Juvenilia.”

24 Five years later, Kate Wiley, the lone female commentator on Fleming during this era,
published Pet Marjorie and Sir Walter Scott. The text did not contribute any new material or
unique commentary upon Fleming’s work (quoting largely from Brown’s edition) and was not
re-issued in subsequent editions.
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Although biographical sketches and reproductions of Fleming’s work continue to be
published sporadically today,” the concentrated interest in her journals in the mid-nineteenth
through mid-twentieth centuries suggests the degree to which that period’s culture was
increasingly invested in the contiguous notions of childhood innocence and literary

experimentation. Sidgwick charts the progressive divulgence of Fleming’s compositions thus:

Editor Prose (words) Verse (lines)

Farnie (1" edition) 1150 150

Brown 2380 100

MacBean 8900 560  (Sidgwick xxi)

This gradual disclosure of Fleming’s manuscripts indicates the reading public’s growing
eagerness for the child’s actual words. While this phenomenon was clearly still caught up with
an infantilizing admiration of the *“cute” young author, the care with which later editors treated
Fleming’s texts contrasts the approach taken by Farnie and his Victorian readers, who were
intrigued less by Fleming’s prose than by the “Pet” herself. “The interest of the [author’s] little
life-history,” Farnie asserted, “must in a great measure proceed from its truth. Were they
fictitious, the incidents mentioned would not be very remarkable [...]” (preface, unnumbered).
Concerning her writing, Farnie is ambivalent, positing that if “Pet therefore writes, as she
certainly does, a good deal of common-place prose about the beauties of scenery surrounding her
abode, let us fancy that the child had not yet fluency enough of diction to write her own
thoughts” (33). Farnie’s comments suggest that mid-nineteenth-century admirers of Fleming

valued Fleming for the way in which she offered a valuable entrée into childhood’s realities.

2% paperback editions of MacBean’s and Brown’s books appeared in 2006 and 2009 respectively.
The most recent new edition that I have found is Barbara McLean’s illustrated Marjory’s Book:
The Complete Journals, Letters, and Poems of a Young Girl, published in 1999.
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Readers such as Farnie, however, did not presume that the truths revealed about the child
translated to a more authentic prose; instead the editor presumes that Fleming merely parrots
“common-place” representations of the world surrounding her.

Despite the growing investment in the originality or importance of Fleming’s prose,
nearly fifty years later, Twain’s article on the author for Harper’s Bazaar registers the same
fascination with Marjory’s small person. As part of its homage to the young author, Twain’s
1909 essay contains illustrations depicting moments from the diaries or the biographical
narratives surrounding them: hence, readers see Fleming poring over the Newgate Calendar with
her cat at her feet, or trotting alongside Sir Walter Scott. The featured picture, however, is a
portrait of Marjory alone, placed in the center of the first page. Although the clasped hands and
bow-bedecked visage bear little resemblance to the existing portraits of Fleming, Twain steals a
caption from Brown’s earlier essay, asserting, “there she is, looking straight out of the picture”
(1182). The article’s excitement over the possibility that Marjory communicates directly and
openly with her readers mimics the link Fleming’s editors increasingly make between the child
and her text. Referring to the paintings done of Fleming by Isabella Keith—miniatures now
preserved at the National Library of Scotland—Brown’s text states “there she is, looking straight
at us as she did at [Sir Walter Scott]—fearless and full of love, passionate, wild, wilful [sic],
fancy’s child” (21). Later in his essay, Brown revisits this depiction of Fleming, exclaiming

over the

picture the animosa infans gives us of herself, her vivacity, her passionateness, her

precocious love-making, her passion for nature, for swine, for all living things, her

reading, her turn for expression, her satire, her frankness, her little sins and rages, her
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great repentances! We don’t wonder Walter Scott carried her off in the neuk of his plaid,

and played himself with her for hours. (53)
The exaggerated nature of Brown’s descriptions—I would categorize, for instance, the portrait’s
expression as far more neutral—registers the intense focus upon the young’s preciousness seen
particularly in cases where a child died prematurely. Fleming’s own mother expressed a
fetishistic appreciation of her deceased child’s body, writing Isabella Keith, “How often did |
wish you had seen [Marjory’s] cold remains. [...] Lovely in death the beauteous ruin lay...for
never did | behold so beautiful an object. It resembled the finest wax work.”?® Like Fleming’s
mother, Brown transforms the child into an object to be “carried off” and played with, a passive
entity for consumption rather than an active subject.

Although Brown’s somewhat eroticized characterization of the “picture the animosa
infans gives us of herself” may have resonated with a commonplace—if, to contemporary eyes,
troubling—trope in nineteenth-century culture, his interpretation becomes truly problematic in

that it carries over to his reading of Fleming’s juvenilia itself.?’

Noting that “we have now
before us the letters and journals of Pet Marjorie,” Brown translates this boon into an instance of
the child divulging her person to her readers: hence, “before us lies and gleams her rich brown
hair, bright and sunny as if yesterday’s [...].” Expounding further on his topic, Brown

sentimentalizes “the faded old scraps of paper, hoarded still, over which her warm breath and her

warm little heart had poured themselves” (20). Just as Fleming’s warm signs of life seemingly

%8 | etter from Isabella Fleming to Isabella Keith, January 9, 1812. Sidgwick prints an excerpt of
the letter, but does not include this segment; MacBean and Wiley include a portion of the quote,
but do not give it in its entirety (MacBean 164, Wiley 81). To my knowledge, the full quote is
available only in manuscript form at the National Library of Scotland.

2T Alexandra Johnson notes that Brown’s publication “tapped the very nerve of Victorian culture:
the cult of the child” and “anticipated the Victorian’s obsession with childhood and early death,
which bordered on the erotic” (Hidden Writer 42, 43).
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spill onto her manuscripts, Brown’s fetishistic descriptions of the child overwhelm his
interpretations of the author’s compositions.

Ironically, the excitement over the possibility of accessing the real child also overwhelms
any concerns about her innocence. Brown’s description, while sentimental, focuses more upon
Marjory’s mischievous delectability than upon her purity. In Twain’s gushing opening
paragraph of his Harper’s article, he enumerates Fleming’s charms in like fashion:

how impulsive she was; how sudden; how tempestuous, how tender, how loving, how

sweet, how loyal, how rebellious, how repentant, how wise, how unwise, how bursting

with fun, how frank, how free, how honest, how innocently bad, how natively good, how
charged with quaint philosophies, how winning, how precious, how adorable—and how

perennially and indestructibly interesting! (1182)

Twain’s admiration of Fleming’s prose arises once again from an adulation of the girl herself.
No sooner, for instance, does Twain compliment Fleming for the “stunning and worldly
sincerities” she produces “every time her pen takes a fresh breath,” then he feels compelled to
exclaim, “the adorable child! she hasn’t a discoverable blemish in her make-up anywhere”
(1182). Twain’s anthropomorphized representation of Fleming’s pen reveals the connection he
makes between the child’s innate truthfulness and the vivification of literature. Even as interest
in the young author’s prose mounts, then, the sense that readers are accessing the real child
through her writing continues to color their interpretations of her work.

The oppositional traits with which Twain credits the author—she is both “innocently
bad” and “natively good”—also mimic the paradoxical way in which adult readers viewed
children’s innocence. Commenting upon the perceived symbiosis between the girl’s naughtiness

and purity, Judith Plotz characterizes Fleming as a “border being” able to “negotiate between
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innocence and the world [...] to touch pitch, to write pitch and be undefiled” (7). Just as the
innocence of Daisy Ashford’s novel The Young Visiters (1919) would be confirmed for most
readers by the extent to which she attempted to discuss adult matters (see Chapter Four),
Fleming’s readers typically read her forays into mature concerns as proof of her
miscomprehension of them. Fleming’s most famous poem, for instance—which laments that
“Three Turkeys fair their last have breathed”—condemns the young fowls’ mother for being
“more than usual calm/[She] did not give a singel dam” (29). Of Marjory’s coarse choice of
language, Brown assures his readers that “this last word is saved from all sin by its tender age,
not to speak of the want of the n” (44).

In a similar vein, Fleming’s editors were seemingly incapable of attributing questionable
ethics to the young author’s musings on love and beaus, with which she repeatedly interrupts her
documentation of sermons and family visits:

I walked to that delightfull place with a delightfull young man beloved by all his friends

and espacialy by me his loveress but I must not talk any longer about him for Isa said it is

not proper for to speak of gentalm[an] but I will never forget him. (49)

Regardless of Fleming’s good intentions, her interest in romance resurfaces:

A sailor called here to say farewell, it must be dreadfull to leave his native country where

he might get a wife or perhaps me, for I love him very much & with all my heart, but O |

forgot Isabella forbid me to speak about love. (108)

When a few sentences later, the diarist notes (in a more philosophic mood) that “love is a
papithatick thing as well as troubelsom & tiresome,” she quickly admits once again that “Isabella
forbid me to speak about it” (109). While Isabella’s reprimands pervade these moments almost

without fail, indicating her perception of her cousin’s impropriety, the author’s innocence never
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seems in doubt for her adult editors. MacBean expresses the general editorial sentiment on
Fleming’s purity when he asserts, “of course the child is constantly getting beyond her depth, as
in the naive description of the female bigamist, but childish innocence is secure amid

every peril” (45).

This seemingly unshakeable belief in Fleming’s innocence rode a tenuous line, however,
between acknowledging and shunning signs of the child’s engagement with the world. As
Marah Gubar argues, much of nineteenth-century literature “extoll[ed] the child’s natural
simplicity while simultaneously indulging a profound fascination with youthful sharpness and
precocity” (9). In similar fashion, Fleming’s editors generally paid equal tribute to the author’s
purity as to her fascination with criminals and lovers, without presuming one negated the other.
Nevertheless, there was a limit to the flexibility of their perception of innocence. As | discuss
later in this chapter with Huckleberry Finn and again in Chapter Four with Daisy Ashford and
Opal Whiteley, for many readers, the child’s authenticity and the value of her text hinges upon
her ignorance of her statements’ resonance. Indeed, any overwhelming suggestion that the child
fully comprehends her subject ruins the titillating game of guesswork from which at least part of
adult readers’ pleasure in reading juvenilia surely originates. As is evident in their contemplation
of her early demise, had Fleming’s editors been capable of contemplating her naiveté being in
jeopardy, the reception of her juvenilia might have been far less secure. Commenting on the
pathos of her premature death, Clifford Smyth—who wrote the introduction to MacBean’s Pet
Marjorie—admits that “if she had grown up to be a woman, a wife, a mother, she would no
longer be Marjorie Fleming for us, no matter what rare contributions to literature she might have

made in the years of her maturity” (xxiv).
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On the one hand, Smyth’s unabashed pronouncement suggests the importance of
Fleming’s status as the “Eternal Child” to her positive valuation (xxiv). After all, had she not
died so pitifully young, family members and literary figures may not have preserved and poured
over her early writings as they have. On the other hand, his assertion elucidates the paradox of
juvenilia’s reception: the acceptability of young authors’ delightful, searing, or surpassingly
sincere prose relied upon a belief in the child’s innocence. Hence, the same traits that ostensibly
endear Fleming to readers are suspect in the definitively mature author—particularly if she is
female.

Multiple editors of Fleming’s work suggest that the impulsiveness for which readers
admire the young girl would have proved problematic had she become an adult female author.
Noting her “power of affection, this faculty of beloving, and wild hunger to be beloved, comes
out more and more,” Brown thus surmises that “she perilled [sic] her all upon it, and it may have
been as well—we know indeed that it was far better—for her that this wealth of love was so soon
withdrawn to its one only infinite Giver and Receiver” (26). MacBean expresses this same
sentiment even more bluntly, remarking

it was perhaps well that hers was the fate of those whom the gods love. Those deep,

passionate eyes, that proud, sensitive mouth, that impulsive temperament, contained all

the possibilities of disaster. The world yields no adequate satisfaction for an ardent nature

like Marjorie Fleming’s. (13)

MacBean, like Brown and Smyth, predicates the enjoyment of Fleming’s irreverent
pronouncements upon the seeming disparity between what the child’s prose signifies and what
readers believe the child to understand. If Fleming were to write as a “woman, a wife, a mother,”

however, her editors would be hard pressed to reformulate her ardent nature as an indication of
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her innocence, rather than as a sign of her mildly inappropriate or (by contemporary standards)
even illicit knowledge (Smyth xxiv).

The enjoyable game of guesswork juvenilia encouraged readers to participate in
concerning the author’s knowledge was threatened, ironically, by her very act of writing. The
ability to construct narrative involved the child in a process that was highly socialized and—for
juvenile authors of the twentieth century—even potentially commercial. Above all, such activity
threatened the child’s moral and aesthetic individuality. H. B. Farnie’s 1858 edition of
Fleming’s diary, for instance,—the first appearance of the journal in book form—cautioned that
parents too often snub talent in young children by “weed[ing] away the little flowerets of the
baby-mind” (21). Twain (with an ironically similar vocabulary) advised at least one boy writer
to shun “fluff and flowers and verbosity creep[ing] in” to one’s prose: “when you catch an
adjective,” he concluded, “kill it” (qtd. in Tanner, Reign 151).?® The adjectives and verbosity
Twain refers to are seemingly the specious trappings of tutored writing, which stand in contrast
to the “little flowerets” of childhood expression.

Such editorial remarks suggest that it is only when the child ineffectually approximates
mature language or conventions that adult readers perceive her as being successful—a stance
connected to what Myra Cohn Livingston calls the “myth of the child-poet” (92). In his
introduction to MacBean’s edition of Fleming’s work, Smyth extolled the “biblical sincerity and
downrightness about an intelligent, unspoiled child’s utterance,” declaring, “we love it for its
very uncultivation” (xviii-xix). Reacting specifically to Smyth’s commentary, Livingston

argues:

28 Tanner notes that this letter was written to Wattie Bowser, on March 20, 1880, and that it was
first published in the Houston Post, Sunday, February 7, 1960.
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[Such readers] would ask of the child-poet that same sort of confusion of word and of

incomplete thought, without polished metaphor or synthesis, that would allow adults to

recall a time when reason did not invade the thinking. Here adults could give themselves
up to the wild abandonment of fantasy one minute and realism the next, and they could

chuckle over the confusion in language, the cuteness of childhood. (88)

As Livingston’s complaint suggests, adult readers who persist in dividing the innocent child from
the overly cultivated adult cannot divide the child author from her text, as it is the author’s
unconscious or naive perceptions that sanction or idealize the individuality and authenticity of
her pronouncements.

The critical response to Fleming in recent decades shows signs of a continued
commitment to segregating the image of the child from adult influence—despite critics’
awareness of this complication in juvenilia’s assessment. As Katherine L. Carlson points out,
addressing Fleming’s work requires negotiating such previously accepted binaries as that
between “artless children” and “artificial adults”—constructions she notes are passé in a
postmodern critical ethos (370). A. O. J. Cockshut thus deems Fleming’s output a “mix of
schoolroom exercise and personal confession” (387-8, my emphasis), while Carlson herself notes
the diaries’ “tensions between socialized adult forms and freedom of expression” (370, my
emphasis). Alexandra Johnson similarly remarks upon the juvenilia’s “tension between
confession and censorship,” but goes one step beyond Carlson in claiming that this opposition
“underlines the eroding effects of socialization on talent and identity” for women (“Drama” 97).

In this regard, these twentieth and twenty-first century critics (Johnson in particular)
perpetuate the assumption that maturity breeds inhibition and stagnancy in literary

representation. Tellingly, while contemporary scholars may, as Carlson claims, be more self-
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conscious about entering into such discourse, it remains difficult to avoid the presumptions
underlying the dichotomies they shun. The use of language that emphasizes the nuance of
mixtures or tensions suggests critics’ admirable attention to this dilemma; however, it still posits
two separate entities and ways of experiencing the world that must either merge or stay at war
with one another. Confident that Fleming’s journals are both “shelter and straitjacket,” Johnson
submits to the idea that children only acquire knowledge of literary and cultural conventions as
they age and conform—a stance that narrowly defines both childhood innocence and authentic
expressivity (“Drama” 81).

The desire to mark a progressive socialization in Fleming’s compositions occurs
regardless of the order in which readers and critics presume the diaries proceed—a dynamic
indicative of the degree to which deep-seated beliefs in distinctions between the child and the
adult influence interpretations of juvenilia. MacBean, for instance, laments that while Fleming’s
“first” journal “fairly shimmered with the sunshine of happiness of books, new acquaintances,
new knowledge of places and things,” etc., in what he deems her second journal “there is not a
scrap of poetry; very little about books, nothing of the beauties of nature; the landscape is ashen
gray and the heavens are covered with a thick cloud” (82). A few pages later, quoting from what
was ostensibly Fleming’s third diary, MacBean joyfully asserts, “Marjorie is herself again”
(113). In 1935, Frank Sidgwick established a plausible alternate order for the journals, based for
the first time upon Fleming’s own references to dates and events in the text. Despite this
arguably definitive arrangement of the text, in 1997 Johnson mimics MacBean in her
conclusions, arguing “caution and confession bred like germs late in Marjory’s journal” (Hidden

Writer 38).
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Let me be quick here to acknowledge how difficult it is to create an alternative
methodology for interpreting juvenilia. While analyzing such texts without reference to their
authors may eliminate interpretations that unwarrantedly segregate the child’s experience of the
world from the adult’s, doing so also ignores the fertile history surrounding juvenilia and their
reception. The popularity of Fleming’s diary, for instance, relied upon its readers’ knowledge of
the author’s age and their subsequent presumptions about her nature. Her prose jumps
incongruously and at lightning speed from one topic to another, as the following excerpt
illustrates:

Climbing is a talent which the bear excels in and so does monkeys apes & baboons. |

have been washing my dools cloths today & I like it very much people who have a good

Concience is always happy but those who have a bad one is always unhappy and

discontented. There is a dog that yels continualy & | pity him to the bottom of my heart

indeed | do. Tales of fashionable life are very good storys Isabella campels me to sit
down & not rise till this page is done but it is very near finished only one line

to write[.] (4)

Without any further information, readers can perceive the speaker’s racing mind through this
entry’s madcap progression; determining how to categorize this composition, however, compels
critics to make decisions about the author’s state of mind—a process that most often goes
unacknowledged in contemporary scholarship. Scholars might interpret Fleming’s journal as a
record of madness; or, they might just as readily read the diaries as a self-conscious attempt to
recreate stream-of-consciousness not unlike Virginia Woolf’s. The knowledge that the text’s
writer is a child has typically resulted in readers framing her narrative unconventionality as an

unconscious success rather than as a self-reflexive project. For instance, although animals, play,
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and the compulsion to compose a full page litter her meanderings, Fleming also resorts to moral
platitudes that Twain deems “shop-made holinesses.” Implicitly espousing the presumption that
there is a divergence between the child’s and the adult’s relationship to societal norms, Twain
suggests that the girl’s piety is “perfunctory” and included only “under pressure of a pestering
sense of duty” (“Wonder Child” 1182). His sense that these “lapses” into morality are the
exception to Fleming’s true nature—which would rather contemplate baboons or tales of
fashionable life—reveals the way in which readers frequently base their enjoyment of juvenilia
upon the child’s ostensibly more visceral experience of life.

The same dynamic involved in Twain’s reading impacts the modern critic, despite the
field’s widespread rejection of essentializing notions of childhood.  Fleming’s blithe
acknowledgement of her religious relativism, for example, admittedly resonates more when one
factors in her age: “An annibabtist is a thing | am not a member of,” she writes. “lI am a
Pisplikan just now & a Prisbeteren at Kercaldy [...]” (99). While there is nothing in the text
surrounding this pronouncement to indicate whether or not Fleming comprehends its humor, it is
tempting to decide that she is innocent of her statement’s full meaning, because doing so offers
the mature reader the added pleasure of supplying the knowledge Fleming presumably lacks.

The act of interpreting juvenilia highlights the practices in which scholars frequently
engage when they make statements about any literature. In other words, as literary critics we
constantly assign intention to texts (despite protests to the contrary) by deciding that the writer is
parodying, jesting, sermonizing, etc. in a given moment. Assuming that young authors like
Fleming fail to comprehend their pronouncements leads to the presumption that children may
only engage with culture as consumers or passive mimics, rather than as active agents. Such a

stance both ignores the potential for scholars to engage with children, like their adult
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counterparts, as individuals with distinctive skills, and precludes the possibility that the child
author deserves credit for her literary adeptness.

Imperfect, thus, as any interpretation may be, the most responsible way to approach
juvenilia is to acknowledge the reading practices or presumptions involved in consuming such
texts, while respecting young authors enough to also surmise that they navigate—sometimes
more and sometimes less successfully--literary conventions as any writer does. Self-reflexivity is
apparent, for instance, in Fleming’s commentary upon her own compositions. While a good bit
of the journal records impressions, recalls sermons, or lists the books Marjory was reading, the
young author also attempted verse, frequently turning to her beloved cousin Isa as a topic. In
one such ode, she remarks that even in bed, Isa “corrects my faults improves my mi[nd]/And
teels me of the faults she find.” Fleming concludes with the line: she “is soun[d] asleep
sometimes/For that | have not got good rimes” (34). While an author’s intentions can only be
surmised, whether the author is a child or an adult, such straightforward statements concerning
the writing process reveal the restrictions conventions may place upon individual expression.
Hence, when Fleming undertakes a sonnet on her aunt’s monkey, the “O lovely O most charming
pug,” she finds her description reduced to what the form will allow. After detailing at length the
pet’s white teeth, “devine” tail, and cheeks “like the roses blume,” she concludes, “his noses cast
is of the roman / He is a very pretty weomen / | could not get a rhyme for roman / And was
oblidged to call it weoman” (149). In calling attention to such textual frustrations—or perhaps
jokes on Fleming’s part—my objective is not to vilify the conventions with which the child
tussles, but rather to illustrate the complex negotiation between thought and word that all writers

undertake.
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While Isa conceived of the journals as a pedagogical tool for improving Marjory’s
penmanship and a means of documenting the girl’s visit (with the intention that their pages
would eventually be shared with her mother), Fleming also used her journals as a place to make
impolitic pronouncements about the adults surrounding her. It is these uncouth moments that
largely won the young author her later nineteenth-century adult male admirers, even as these
editors censored and shaped the general reader’s experience of her work.?® Twain delighted, for
instance, in Fleming’s treatment of one Miss Potune—whom Marjory had previously declared in
a letter home to be a “horid fat Simpliton” (160): “she pretends to be very learned she says she
saw a stone that dropt from the skies, but she is a good christian” (98-9).

Twain and other readers’ repeated conclusions that such moments reflect Fleming’s
“true” self, echo the recent criticism discussed above. The assumption that the child’s form of
expression is more genuine than the adult’s reveals the Romantic inheritance scholars struggle to
shake even today. As I shall discuss more in Chapter Four, the adult reader frequently brings a
dual perspective to the consumption of child-authored texts that assumes an unbridgeable divide
between children and their elders. Thus—just as with her statements concerning her religious
changeability—when Fleming laments throwing away her talents or losing one of her “lovers,”
the mature reader perceives her avowals both at face value and with the added knowledge
presumably missing from the young author’s comprehension. “My charecter is lost a-mong the
Breahead people,” she mourns. “I hope | will be religious agoin but as for reganing my character

| despare” (80). If this textual assertion could be read without the influence of biographical

2% Brown, for instance, apparently catered to Victorian decorum when he transcribed the
opening line of Marjory’s first letter (written at age six) as “I now sit down to answer all your
kind and beloved letters [...].” The original manuscript clearly reads, “I now sit down on my
botom [...].”
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information, most likely the reader would attribute a profoundly desolate tone to the passage.
The knowledge, however, that the remorseful voice is that of a seven-year-old unfairly and
perhaps unavoidably impacts one’s interpretation, rendering the author’s vantage point
seemingly more sincere, but also less despairing—potentially even amusing.

The temptation to segregate the child’s voice from the adult’s resonates with the
concomitant desire to cast children’s innocence as a source of innovation, novelty, or wisdom
unequalled by anything that stagnant, conventional maturity might produce. In the nineteenth
and early twentieth century, the charge of precocity was anathema to the child writer’s reception,
as it suggested a distasteful relationship to the careworn and overly calculating adult world for
most readers. Like the prefaces of nearly all juvenilia from the 1920°s-1930’s, the various
introductions to Fleming’s work continually emphasize the normalcy of the girl’s behavior. Kate
Wiley assures Fleming’s audience that “bright and gifted as she was, Marjorie was no ‘pale
weakling,” as precocious children too often are, but a strong, healthy, laughing little girl” (14).
MacBean defends the young author far more passionately, crying, “Let no one do our Marjorie
the injustice of classing her as a pale, precocious child, for she had none of the pertness and
preternatural smartness of that species. She was on the contrary a healthy, warm-blooded,
happy, humorous, little girl” (52-3). Smyth surmises that if Marjory’s key feature had been
precocity—*"a weariness from which all of us pray to be spared”—her works would not have
endured “beyond the pages of some dry-as-dust chronicle of literary curiosities” (xii).

The contrast these commentators draw between the dry productions of pale weaklings
and the joyful expressions of the warm-blooded author raises the specter of the child’s body once
again into textual interpretations. This focus upon the child’s physical person and her behaviors

outside of writing signals the degree to which readers wished the ingenious child to be “not a
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child prodigy but rather a prodigious child: a genius at being a child” (Plotz 6). Although
MacBean enthusiastically touted the fact that Fleming’s “artless writings have been classed with
the wonders of the world,” he conceded that “indeed she was often but a merry, inconsequent
babbler, as every real child must be” (1, my emphasis). In the following section, | will consider
how this Romantic valuation of the ordinary child similarly affected critical readings of
Huckleberry Finn well into the twentieth century, ending with a look at how acknowledging this

shared interpretative framework might help scholars to re-think juvenilia’s value.

2.2 HUCKAND THE CRITICS

This section begins with a look at the way in which the reception of now-obscure juvenilia like
Marjory Fleming’s journals ironically mirror the early critical history of Mark Twain’s
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn—a text hailed by countless scholars in the latter part of the
twentieth century as the quintessentially American novel. In recent decades literary critics have
expanded the ways of looking at Twain’s “classic,” but in the novel’s contemporary reviews,
Huck’s perceived state of innocence or depravity provoked either the highest encomium or the
most vitriolic critique, respectively. The imperiled notion of family readership played a role in
the negative responses: conservative readers expressed concern that Huck’s less-than-ideal
behaviors would set a poor model for his child audience. At the same time, however, many
reviewers lauded the novel’s realistic depictions, judging them as proof of the narrative’s

supreme “truthfulness.” While such early critics fell short of crediting Huck himself with

46



superior virtue, their comments implicitly linked Huck’s unconventional narration with the text’s
authenticity, suggesting once again readers’ attention to innocence when evaluating literary
merit.

As the twentieth century progressed, critics such as Lionel Trilling, T. S. Eliot, and Leo
Marx increasingly equated the success of Huckleberry Finn with a complex blend of moral
insight and narrative innovation.*® In these critics’ laudatory essays—which were largely
responsible for the novel’s canonization between the 1940s and 1950s—the positive value of
Huck’s social commentary relies upon the same problematic brand of criticism with which
Fleming’s juvenilia has been met, by positing that the sanctity or profundity of the child’s
statements relies upon the unconsciousness or innocence with which they are made. Thus, for
Huck’s decision to stick by Jim and “go to hell” to register as superior morality rather than
didactic moralizing, readers must perceive the boy as having made his resolution in ignorance.

Throughout the early twentieth century there was also an increasing trend to view the
child’s form of expression as symptomatic of narrative or linguistic authenticity. Writing Helen
Keller—a long-time friend—Twain himself argued that whereas the “grown person’s memory
tablet is a palimpsest, with hardly a bare space upon which to engrave a phrase,” the child’s
“memory tablet is not lumbered with impressions, and the natural language can have growing
room there” (Letters 731). In contrasting the adult’s rigid consciousness, upon which ideas and
language can only be engraved, and the child’s more fluid state of mind, which allows for

organic growth, Twain suggests that children possess an intuitive relationship with the world that

% |ndeed, in 1953, Marx—quibbling with Trilling’s and Eliot’s justifications for the book’s
ending—argued that the novel’s moral insights could not be separated from its form, thereby
rendering the concluding chapters a failure. See “Mr. Eliot, Mr. Trilling, and Huckleberry Finn,”
reprinted in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Case Study in Critical Controversy.
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circumvents disparities even between sign and signified. In Marx’s influential scholarship on
Huckleberry Finn, the narrator’s meaningful representation of his landscape accordingly lies in
what Marx deems the boy’s “vernacular” language, which resolves the narrative disjunction in
previous Twain novels between an aesthetic and a utilitarian appreciation of the river. Although
Marx is careful to note that there is no intrinsic value to vernacular narration, his assertion that
Huck’s language is “native” to the river, because he “belongs” to it, takes its cues largely from
the same Romantic ideal of childhood or naiveté expressed in Twain’s letter to Keller. Marx may
deny that Huck is an “innocent traveler,” but he also perceives him as adopting a “primal mode
of perception” in his “willingness to accept the world as he finds it, without anxiously forcing
meanings upon it” (“Pilot” 30). In other words, whether critics focused upon the morals,
linguistics, or narrative conventions of Twain’s novel, innocence was always key to their
evaluations.

Before turning to the early reviews from which canonizing essays like Trilling’s and
Marx’s evolved, it is useful to explore how critics’ emphasis upon the relationship between an
unacculturated “naturalness” and authenticity shared Romantic overtones with the turn-of-the
century’s flourishing youth-revering culture, in which Twain played an enthusiastic role.
Despite Twain’s oft-times satirical treatment of childhood in his fiction, the author’s nostalgic
interludes on boyhood in his letters, whimsical gifts and correspondence with child actress Elsie
Leslie Lyde, and his girls-only Angelfish Club, all suggest a spirited fetishization of childhood.*!

This latter enterprise was undertaken during the last decade of his life, when the author went so

%! Lyde played both Tom Canty and Prince Edward in Daniel Frohman’s dramatization of The
Prince and the Pauper. Around this time, Twain sent her a pair of slippers elaborately (if
eccentrically) stitched by his hand. He described the slippers as “crimson with the best drops in
that heart, and gladly shed for love of you, dear (“A Wonderful Pair” 312). Later, the novelist
also gifted Lyde with an inscribed copy of Huckleberry Finn (Lillie 409).
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far as to begin “collecting” adopted granddaughters, girls whom he met aboard ships, in the
streets of New York, or on vacation in Bermuda.** These dozen girls responded enthusiastically
to his overtures, writing effusive letters (in answer to Twain’s own) and visiting the famed author
during their summer breaks.*

Interestingly, early on in his correspondence with the first such of these girls, Gertrude
Natkin, Twain gave his young friend a copy of Fleming’s journals. Natkin responded to Twain’s
description of the diarist as “that quaint & charming & affectionate & tempestuous & remorseful
little child” by asking if she might be his “little ‘“Marjorie’?” (Cooley 13).** Delighted, Twain
always referred to Natkin thereafter by that name. Although Gertrude Natkin was never
officially an “angelfish,” her relationship with Twain epitomized the dynamic her successors
would share with the novelist. What Twain evidently sought in these relationships was a
connection to the activities and perspective of youth, which he missed particularly in the final
years of his life. In the same way that the wholesomeness of Fleming’s subversive
pronouncements relied upon the surety of her innocence, however, the enjoyment of Twain’s
interactions with his young correspondents hinged upon the indisputability of their naiveté.
When Natkin celebrated her sixteenth birthday, Twain exclaimed, “Sixteen! Ah, what has
become of my little girl? | am almost afraid to send a blot [a kiss], but | venture it. Bless your

heart it comes within an ace of being improper! Now back you go to 14!—then there’s no

%2 In his autobiographical dictations, Twain asserted that “we are all collectors,” adding that “as
for me, I collect pets: young girls-girls from ten to sixteen years old; girls who are pretty and
sweet and naive and innocent—dear young creatures to whom life is a perfect joy and to whom it
has brought no wounds, no bitterness, and few tears.” Quoted in Cooley, xvii.

%3 For more on the Angelfish Club and for the complete extant correspondence between Twain
and the girls, see Cooley.

% etter from Twain to Natkin, February 14, 1906; letter from Natkin to Twain,

February 17, 1906.
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impropriety. Good night, sweet fourteen” (Cooley 25).** Twain’s sense that at sixteen, as
opposed to fourteen, a kiss may be interpreted as a “blot” or a blemish upon the girl’s character
rather than as a playful sign of affection, suggests the degree to which permissiveness could be
sanctioned by innocence. Not long after this letter, Twain ceased communicating regularly with
his “granddaughter”; Natkin must have sensed his waning interest, writing “Dear Grandpa,
please dont [sic] love me any the less because | am sixteen. No matter how old I am in years, |
shall always be your young little Marjorie as long as you wish it” (Cooley 29).%° Just as the
precariousness of Natkin’s innocence impacted the stability of her relationship with Twain, the
moral nature of Huckleberry Finn’s boy narrator influenced the novel’s contemporary reception.
When “little Marjorie’s” flirtatious talk of “blots” came from a child, they were safely cute;
writing on the verge of womanhood, however, the same affectionate discourse had the potential
to be uncomfortably suggestive.

A comparable dynamic occurred in readers’ judgments of Huck’s ethics, the varied
perceptions of which elicited a widely disparate range of reviews when the book was first
published. Although for many years scholars continued to accept Arthur Lawrence Vogelback’s
perception that the overwhelming response to Huckleberry Finn in 1885 was censorious,
Victor Fischer’s comprehensive article in 1983 clarified that the initial reception of the novel was
in fact far more diverse than Vogelback had claimed.®® Certainly some libraries followed suit

when the Concord, Massachusetts Library Committee banned the book as a dangerous influence

% etter from Twain to Natkin, April 8, 1906.

% |_etter from Natkin to Twain, late May 1906.

37 Although Twain’s novel was published in December 1884 in England, a mistake at the
American printers’ meant that the book did not appear in America until February 1885.
% See Vogelback’s 1939 article, “The Publication and Reception of Huckleberry Finn

in America.”
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upon children, but the negativity of early reviews was far from universal. A quantity of
newspapers like The Springfield Republican followed Concord’s example, declaring the novel
“trashy and vicious” and “no better in tone than the dime novels which flood the blood-and-
thunder reading population” (Bowles 4), but a nearly equal amount of newspapers mocked the
library committee’s decision. The Augusta, GA Chronicle and Constitutionalist, for instance,
remarked upon the committee’s cultural isolation and their ignorance of what nine-tenths of the
reading public would prefer, noting the “probability that [Twain’s] exaggerated waggeries are
not near so dangerous to faith and morals as are the agnostic speculations of New England
pundits [...]” (“Philosophy and Buffoonery” 4).* The Boston Daily Globe took a more
humorous approach, quipping, “when Mark writes another book he should think about the
Concord School of Philosophy and put a little more whenceness of the hereafter among his
nowness of the here” (2).

The controversy the library ban engendered frequently overwhelmed commentators’
readings of Huckleberry Finn itself. Those articles that did spare some space for praise or
condemnation of the novel, however, shared a common interest in the “truthfulness” of the text
and its narrator. Detractors took this question of veracity fairly literally, repeatedly focusing
upon instances of lying or other sins in the narrative that flouted genteel notions of literature—
particularly literature that children might read. Calling Twain’s novel a “Pitiable Exhibition of
Irreverence and Vulgarity,” the New York World criticized the text for telling the story of a
“wretchedly low, vulgar, sneaking and lying Southern country boy” (“Mark Twain’s Bad Boy”
7). In San Francisco, the Examiner demoted the book to a “potboiler” characterized by an “utter

absence of truth” (“Book Notice” 3), while the Bulletin questioned “whether young people who

% Fischer conjectures that this article was probably written by James R. Randall (21, n. 46).
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read this volume will be the better for it”: “the problem,” this reviewer concluded, “with *Tom
Sawyer’ and “‘Huckleberry Finn’ is not that they are too good for this world; even as the world
goes, they are not good enough” (“Current Literature” 1).

Such critics implicitly connected the book’s veracity with the kind of moral model Huck
set with his behavior. Because the boy engages in a series of deceptions and masquerades, such
critics failed to see any greater “truth” in the novel or its narrator’s larger decisions. In contrast,
champions of Huckleberry Finn focused upon the narration’s authenticity, designating the book’s
realistic depiction a virtue in and of itself. The Hartford Courant asserted that Twain represented
life on the river more powerfully than any of his previous books, so that the experience became
“startlingly real.” “The beauty of this,” the reviewer added, “is that it is apparently done without
effort” and the characters “do not have the air of being invented, but of being found” (2). The
notion that Twain’s novel was produced effortlessly was a trope, too, in commentary upon
juvenilia of the twentieth century—the apparent ease of the enterprise reinforcing the naturalness
of the literary representation.”’ In keeping with the notion that such authenticity or realism
renders literature more beneficial to its readers, the Hartford Daily Times noted the “fidelity”
with which Twain’s narrative unfolded, remarking that “it teaches, without seeming to do it, the
virtue of honest simplicity, directness, truth” (4). This same language of “fidelity” and “truth”
appeared in the Sacramento Daily Record-Union’s review, as well as two separate articles in the
San Francisco Chronicle;** Joel Chandler Harris took the metaphor one step further, declaring,

“there is not in our fictive literature a more wholesome book than ‘Huckleberry Finn’” (253).

“% Indeed, Twain credited Fleming with such ease in writing: “she doesn’t have to study, and
puzzle, and search her head for something to say; no, she has only to connect the pen with the
paper and turn on the current; the words spring forth at once, and go chasing after each other like
leaves dancing down a stream” (“Wonder Child” 1182).

* See “Mark Twain’s Readable New Story” and “Ruling Out Humor.”
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That such a pronounced disparity existed between the positive and negative reviews—
despite their use of a similar criteria and vocabulary of truthfulness and authenticity—speaks to
the extent to which innocence was the unifying factor in critics’ assessments. For those readers
for whom Huck’s virtuousness was in question, the novel came under harsh scrutiny; for those
who saw a natural innocence or truth in the text for which the boy was responsible, the book was
a revolutionary success. For instance, Brander Matthews, an early and staunch advocate of
Twain’s novel, argues that “one of the most artistic things in Huckleberry Finn is the sober self-
restraint with which Mr. Clemens lets Huck Finn set down, without any comment at all, scenes
which would have afforded the ordinary writer matter for endless moral and political and
sociological disquisition.” Just as Brown and Twain felt that Marjory Fleming communicated
directly and transparently with her readers, “looking straight out of the picture” at them (Brown
21, Twain 1182), Matthews unquestioningly accepts that there is a real child’s perspective
fuelling Huckleberry Finn’s authentic representations:

We see everything through his eyes—and they are his eyes and not a pair of Mark

Twain’s spectacles. And the comments on what he sees are his comments—the

comments of an ignorant, superstitious, sharp, healthy boy, brought up as Huck Finn had

been brought up; they are not speeches put into his mouth by the author. (153).

In the 1920s, reviewers would similarly evaluate texts such as nine-year-old Daisy Ashford’s The
Young Visiters and Opal Whiteley’s childhood diary based upon the degree of naiveté with
which they made their wise or satiric statements. Such conjecturing about the author’s state of
consciousness saturated readings of juvenilia, inextricably implicating the child in the

interpretation of her text.
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During juvenilia’s heyday, Van Wyck Brooks provided perhaps the most famous reading
of Huckleberry Finn. Although Brooks initially seems to denigrate youth’s influence upon
literature, the child (and the childlike) is also critical to his argument: Van Wyck Brooks’s
central thesis in The Ordeal of Mark Twain (1920) is that Twain’s failure to achieve his full
artistic potential was a matter of “arrested development” and “immaturity” (25, 17).
Consequently, scholars often cite Brooks as an influential figure in stalling the canonization of
Huckleberry Finn, claiming that it was not until the 1930s and 1940s that writers and critics
such as Ernest Hemingway and Lionel Trilling recovered the book from Brooks’s
condescending views.

On the contrary, Brooks is highly commendatory of Huckleberry Finn, deeming it
Twain’s “unique masterpiece” and the exception to the author’s artistic failure (121). In puzzling
out the discrepancy between Brooks’s claims and subsequent scholars’ extrapolations of those
claims, it is important to note Brooks’s inconsistent use of metaphor: despite accusing Twain of
“being arrested in his moral and esthetic development,” Brooks finds that “the books in which
[Twain] really expressed himself and achieved a measure of greatness, were books of, and
chiefly for, children, books in which his own juvenility freely registered itself” (198, 154, my
emphasis). Brooks paradoxically suggests that the most highly evolved artistry draws from the
least cultivated perspective. He asserts that Huckleberry Finn in particular freed the author’s
“whole unconscious life, the pent-up river of his own soul,” leading to the “abandon, the beauty,
the eternal freshness” of the novel.

Brooks’s muddled perceptions of the juvenile are reminiscent of Andrew Lang’s 1891

article on Twain’s novel. Lang declares both The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) and
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Huckleberry Finn “masterpieces which a fallacious appearance has confounded with boys’
books.” At the same time, however, he suggests that Twain’s “tendency to extravagance and
caricature is only to be checked by working on the profound and candid seriousness of boyhood”
(222). Beverly Lyon Clark perceives both Brooks’s and Lang’s conflicting statements as
evidence of the growing divide between children’s and adult’s literature at the end of the
nineteenth century. Arguing that critics secured the canonization of Huckleberry Finn by
redefining it as an adult text, she concludes that the “greatness” of Twain’s novel “had to be
constructed [...] at the expense of a fundamental respect for childhood and children’s

literature” (101).

While my own research on juvenilia’s publishing trajectory leads me to concur with
Clark’s conclusions about the twentieth century’s marginalization of children’s literature (see
Chapter Five), the popularity in this era of juvenilia and adult-authored texts that incorporated
youthful voices suggests that the idea of childhood itself enjoyed a privileged literary status. The
seeming contradictions in both Brooks’s and Lang’s criticism highlight the degree to which the
culture increasingly (if inconsistently) segregated children’s reading materials from children’s
innocent perceptions of the world. In other words, while literature designed for the child reader
suffered critical disdain, the appropriation of the child’s way of thinking and writing indicates
the era’s growing respect for this alternate perspective. Even Clark notes the sometimes-positive
assessment of the childlike in Brooks’s text (92), which argued that by speaking through Huck,
Twain was able to express himself more freely. Brooks comments that “anything that little
vagabond said might be safely trusted to pass the censor, just because [...] as an irresponsible
boy, he could not, in the eyes of the mighty ones of this world, know anything in any case about

life, morals and civilization” (195).
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Here—with a healthy dose of sarcasm—Brooks seems to disparage those readers who
cannot perceive the child as a conscious, self-reflexive agent. Although Brooks himself later
indulges in such an interpretative move when he refers to Huck as a “puppet on the lap of a
ventriloquist,” his notion that the boy’s narration secures the text’s success presage those of
Lionel Trilling, a key figure in the canonization of Twain’s novel (196). Trilling, too, notes the
freedom from stagnant moral and literary convention that Huck’s narration apparently affords
Twain: in 1948, echoing the positive reviews of Huckleberry Finn in 1885, the critic promoted
Twain’s novel as a “great book,” arguing that the text’s primary power was that it tells the truth
(105). Like T. S. Eliot—who would shortly thereafter cite “the Boy” and “the River” as the two
key elements that ensure the novel’s success—Trilling makes the child central to this assertion
(Eliot vii). Whereas Brooks considers the child’s perspective a mere device for sneaking
uncomfortable or unpopular truth past censors, however, these later scholars presume that the
young themselves possess an essential quality that renders their pronouncements more sincere:
children, Trilling asserts, do not tell the “ultimate lie of adults”—namely, the lie to one’s self
(105).

Building upon pervasive Romantic notions of childhood as a more authentic state of
being, critics follow Trilling in presuming that a “childlike” way of communicating has the
power to lend authenticity to prose. Trilling was the earliest to perceive Huck’s unconventional
relationship with language as the foremost evidence of the narrative’s sincerity: the critic calls
Twain the master of a colloquial style that “escapes the fixity of the printed page” and is the
“very voice of unpretentious truth” (116-7). Leo Marx expands upon the claims of Trilling’s

influential essay by defining the novel’s vernacular dialect as a “natural” language (“Pilot” 28).
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For Marx, Huck’s ostensible immersion in the pastoral suggests the boy’s intuitive ability to
represent his environment realistically and without the constricting mediation of conventional
form. In his book-length study of Twain’s child characters, Albert E. Stone similarly claims that
“imitating faithfully Huck’s idiosyncratic accents seems [. . .] to liberate Twain from some of the
self-imposed or culturally derived inhibitions evident in both of his earlier novels about boys”
(136), while Tony Tanner argues that the “naive-vernacular character” offers a “new way of
getting the living world into words, as a new possible strategy of intimacy and inclusion” (103).
All of these critics elide Romantic cultural constructions of childhood with Twain’s
representation of his boy narrator: Huck’s presumed innocence transfers to his language, which
scholars in turn deem unquestioningly veracious. As Tanner circuitously concludes, “it is
Huck’s linguistic sincerity which convinces the reader of his complete truth” (Tanner 170).

In such readings, critics ironically figure Huck’s misdemeanors and imperfections as
symbols of his supreme childhood purity; contrasting the impossibly pious children of earlier
moralizing fiction, the “bad boy” figure of late nineteenth-century literature offered readers the
illusion that the author was accessing the “real” child’s nature. Because Huck is the narrator of
his own “autobiography,” his idiosyncratic or slang-laden speech doubly conveys the message
that his approximation of professional storytelling is genuine. Thus, critics like Trilling, Marx,
Stone and Tanner equate what they perceive as Huck’s unerring fidelity to self with an authentic
representation of reality, which a more conventional narrative or vocabulary would distort.

Although Twain does not consistently idealize Huck’s innocence, his novel offers critics
the opportunity to read the boy’s linguistic or narrative idiosyncrasies as evidence of a greater
fictional veracity. Despite the fact that Huckleberry Finn’s opening notice exposes Twain as the

novel’s actual author, when Huck asserts that The Adventures of Tom Sawyer is “mostly a true
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book, with some stretchers” put in by Mr. Mark Twain, he opens up the possibility that his own
narration will provide an alternate level of genuineness (11). In contrast to Tom Sawyer, Huck’s
book famously denies that its pages contain a plot, motive, or moral—in other words, the
standard traits for which readers prized books in the late nineteenth century. Although Huck’s
assertion does not specify the concessions Tom Sawyer’s author made in his storyline’s interest,
Twain implies that fictional conventions trap one into making less sincere comments; just as
formal rules limited Fleming’s ability to complete her “Pug” poem, Huckleberry Finn suggests
that rhetorical conventions and language constrain one’s ability to write truthful or

authentic prose.

Despite Twain’s possibly more nuanced statement about the vagaries of fictional truth,
the informality of Huck’s vocabulary and his self-conscious relationship with expressivity
resonated with an early twentieth-century audience that Tanner argues had a “growing tendency
to equate inarticulateness with sincerity and to make sheer naivety the gauge of depth of feeling”
(123). In other words, Huck’s frequent complaint of the difficulty in making language effectively
convey his meaning, underscores the artistic integrity or authenticity of the boy’s representations.
Rather than describing his experience of the night air in conventionally romantic terms, for
instance, the narrator evocatively remarks, “it looked late, and smelt late. You know what |
mean—I don’t know the words to put it in” (42). Huck’s inability to perceive the effectiveness
of this description signals his position as an outsider figure in relation to language and literature.
The book’s ending reinforces this position, when Huck pronounces that “there ain’t nothing more
to write about, and | am rotten glad of it, because if I’d “a” knowed what a trouble it was to make
a book, I wouldn’t ‘a’ tackled it, and ain’t going to no more” (283).

Twain’s novels repeatedly rail against the blind acceptance of societal or institutional
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notions of morality, which his fiction suggests is corrupt or otherwise wrongfully dogmatic. In
Huckleberry Finn, the author inextricably links conformity to such morals with an unquestioning
submission to the narratives that both society and books tell. As the novel’s key representative
of such cultural compliance, Tom Sawyer repeatedly resorts to the written word to substantiate
his claims. When the other boys question his prescriptive methods of conducting adventures, he
complacently replies that he has “seen it in books; and so of course that’s what we’ve got to do”
(18). Pushed further, he adds, “Don’t you reckon that the people that made the books knows
what’s the correct thing to do? Do you reckon you can learn ‘em anything?” (19).

Although Huck is often passive (or even complicit) in the face of the Southern
patriarchy’s violence and hypocrisy, in contrast to Tom, he queries the logic of conventional
linguistic wisdoms, be their source novelistic or Biblical. Under Miss Watson’s tutelage, for
instance, Huck attempts to understand what she has described as the beneficial aspects of praying
for others: “I went out in the woods and turned it over in my mind a long time, but I couldn’t see
no advantage about it—except for the other people; so at last | reckoned | wouldn’t worry about
it any more, but just let it go” (20). Of course, Huck repeatedly helps others—deserving or not—
throughout the narrative, but his literal-mindedness balks at the discrepancies between the
rewards Miss Watson describes and what he perceptibly receives. Such moments fuel the
novel’s exploration of the “chasm between word and deed, language and reality” (Blakemore
21), which Twain suggests is a necessary aspect of the truly moral life. When Tom’s “diamond
raid” turns out to be nothing more than a schoolboy attack on a children’s picnic, Huck equates
Tom’s dogged adherence to the tropes of romantic literature with the abstractions of the ethical
tale: it “was only just one of Tom Sawyer’s lies,” he remarks, and “it had all the marks of a

Sunday School” (23).
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Critics have long perceived Huck’s decision to stand by Jim and “go to hell” as the
ultimate intersection in the novel of individualistic language and deed. As Huck grapples with
this decision—what he perceives as the ultimate betrayal of his conscience—he chastises himself
for having not sought out a better moral education through the Sunday school he mocked, and
falls to his knees to pray. “But,” he explains,

the words wouldn’t come [...] because | was playing double. [...] I was trying to make

my mouth say | would do the right thing and the clean thing, and go and write to that

nigger’s owner and tell where he was; but deep down in me I knowed it was a lie, and He

knowed it. (208-9)

Despite his revelation about the divergence of his sincere feelings and the “right thing,” Huck
still struggles to make the normative moral choice. That this compulsion leads him to the act of
writing is telling in that it directly connects conventional morality to a conventional linguistic
form: to alleviate his aching “conscience” he drafts a letter to Miss Watson notifying her of Jim’s
whereabouts. It is in tearing up this epistle—his written attempt to conform to his society’s
ethics—and making his ostensibly sacrilegious proclamation, that the novel suggests Huck
secures an individualistic, and therefore superior, morality.

In keeping with the novel’s interior logic, critics typically read Huck’s decision to go to
hell as a stance made in innocence—the import of which, ironically, the mature reader must
supply. The duality of the mature reader’s perspective operates here much as it does in
interpretations of Fleming’s work: by presuming Huck makes his pronouncement in
ignorance—a reasonable assumption based upon his interior monologue in this scene—readers

grant the statement a multivalent resonance it would not otherwise have.
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At the same time, however, conjectures about Huck’s innocence allow critics to
exaggerate his isolation from the culture and its trappings by deeming his proclamation a
symbolic resumption of his own language. Conversely, as Jonathan Arac notes, the seemingly
momentous phrase “returns to the religious language that is alien to Huck’s own human
sympathy” (53). Like Arac, Laurence B. Holland points to the ways in which the passage
reveals the cross-pollination of “Huck’s” and “society’s” language: “whether genuine and
durable or not, Huck’s moral commitments are made not in severance from his civilization but in
an entanglement [...] with its very foundation, namely language” (Holland 76).

The dynamic Arac and Holland note—namely, critics’ tendency to create an unwarranted
binary between Huck’s identity (linguistic or otherwise) and that of his society—arises also in
critics’ interpretation of the novel’s ending. The perception that the final “Evasion” segment of
Twain’s novel represents the narrative’s downfall, has its roots in one of the earliest
commentaries upon Huckleberry Finn, Thomas Sergeant Perry’s oft-quoted review in The
Century. Perry penned largely commendatory remarks about Twain’s effort, comparing it
favorably to Tom Sawyer for its eschewal of the earlier book’s “conventional literary models,”
whose “caricature of books of adventure leaves us cold” (171, 172). The review tellingly
equates the successful aesthetics of Huckleberry Finn with “the evident truthfulness of the
narrative,” and where this truthfulness “is lacking and its place is taken by ingenious invention,
the book suffers” (171).

The implication that Huck’s moral individualism and the narrative’s linguistic or
structural idiosyncrasies mutually inform one another has suggested to many readers that Huck’s

decision to “go to hell” is the apex in the novel’s linear development and the symbol of
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childhood innocence having overcome faulty social convention. As Millicent Bell argues,
however, the narrative more accurately represents Huck’s struggle as continuous, exploring the
navigation of society’s fictional or literary structures in relationship to morality (133). Indeed,
Huck’s acquiescence to Tom’s ludicrously complicated methods of freeing Jim—methods taken
straight from the pages of boy adventure novels—replicates the dilemmas he has faced
throughout his river journey, during which he must constantly decide to conform to or reject the
accepted standards of his compatriots and surroundings. Schooled in the boy literature of noble,
wrongly accused prisoners and other quixotic adventurers, Tom insists, “It don’t make no
difference how foolish it is, it’s the right way—and it’s the regular way. And there ain’t no other
way, that ever | heard of, and I’ve read all the books that gives any information about these
things” (237). In keeping with this stance, Tom believes that any departure from this model—
such as the selection of a pragmatic over a more imaginative tool—just “ain’t moral” (239). In
response, Huck retorts, “picks is the thing, moral or no moral; and as for me, | don’t care shucks
for the morality of it, nohow” (240). Nevertheless, he succumbs to Tom’s illogical plans,
revealing Huck’s own cultural complicity.

Although Twain’s novel suggests the degree to which innocence or integrity is precarious
and unsustainable, for the most part, critics of the late nineteenth to mid-twentieth century
idealize the extent to which Huck’s inclinations are individualistic, citing them as the reason for
the novel’s authenticity. A greater attention to the child’s role in the construction of these
dubious critical frameworks could further elucidate the assumptions upon which scholars base
such claims. Similarly, critics need to address readings of juvenilia that essentialize childish
vocabulary, syntax, and sentiments by positioning them in opposition to “shop-made holinesses.”

In both Twain’s and Fleming’s texts, doubt and compromise pervade Huck and Marjory’s
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individual moral narratives and linguistic choices. Midway through Fleming’s journals, for
instance, she repentantly declares, “I will never again trust in my own power. for | see that |
cannot be good without Gods assistence” (82). The typical desire to read this statement as the
loss of individuality and the onset of stagnant convention establishes the value of the real child
based upon highly idealized expectations of childhood’s isolation from the world. Moreover, it
ignores the fact that moral platitudes and “adult” sentiments cycle endlessly through Fleming’s
compositions, signaling their place in even the most “innocent” child’s rhetorical repertoire.

The long endurance of Marjory Fleming’s texts combined with its author’s varied
connection to several famed adult writers suggests that juvenilia has the potential to re-animate
scholarship concerning the state of literary representation and experimentation in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Critics have long discussed novels such as Huckleberry
Finn in terms of their vernacular language and democratic realism; the contemporary rhetoric
surrounding real children’s writing sheds light upon the way in which adult-authored novels like
Twain’s participated in a youth-revering culture that valued the child’s voice for its “authentic”
position outside of literary convention. At the same time, juvenilia itself deserves more book-
length studies, as well as a reappraisal of the ways in which real children’s voices may prove
valuable to children’s literature criticism. These texts offer a forum, for instance, in which critics
may consider the role biography continues to occupy in scholarship that seeks to contend with
the real child—bringing problematic critical vocabulary such as “intention” and “consciousness”
back into play.

In the following chapters, | trace the paradoxical ways in which the child’s “innocent”
voice was negotiated in the publishing world. In the pages of St. Nicholas Magazine at the turn

of the twentieth century, the League competition supervisor Albert Bigelow Paine urged young
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contributors to adopt formulaic depictions of innocence that conformed to middle-class taste.
League members’ manipulation of childhood’s tropes secured them unmitigated praise from
Paine, who ironically cast the writers’ skillful paeans to nature and childhood as signs of the
precocious child’s lack of precocity. Two decades later, readers remained similarly invested in
the innocently wise pronouncements of Daisy Ashford’s satiric romance The Young Visiters
(1919) and Opal Whiteley’s diary, published as The Story of Opal: The Journal of an
Understanding Heart (1920). As | discuss in Chapter Four, however, overt signs of
professionalism or knowledge disrupted the compelling game of guesswork common to the
practice of reading these juvenilia and texts such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s A Child’s Garden
of Verses (1885) and Henry James’s What Maisie Knew (1897) that featured a juvenile narrator
or protagonist. This practice required that the child figure, whether real or fabricated, occupy a
delicate position of knowing and not-knowing that would allow mature readers the pleasure of
both questioning and supplying the conventional wisdom or bawdy details presumably hidden
from the young. Thus, the same traits reviewers found charming, inventive, or inspiring about
Ashford’s and Whiteley’s naive narration, were deemed calculated, overtly commercial, or
tawdry when the child’s innocence became too improbable.

In my final chapter, I explore how a surge in the marketing of juvenilia to a child
audience once again invited paradoxical responses to children’s writing. Juvenilia directed at the
adult, such as Patience, Richard, and Johnny Abbe’s travelogues, continued to suffer constrictive
criteria: despite the childlike quality of their prose, such texts incurred controversy due to their
authors’ engagement with worldly issues. In contrast, critics freely recognized the competence
and precocity of young authors of children’s literature because they offered images of children at

play that ostensibly affirmed cultural ideals of innocence. A closer examination of these books
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reveals that these authors not only mimicked, but also revised common notions of childhood.
Texts such as Katharine Hull and Pamela Whitlock’s The Far-Distant Oxus (1937), Mimpsy
Rhys’s mr. hermit crab: A Tale for Children by a Child (1929), and series such as Putnam’s
“Boys’ Books By Boys” beg that we reconsider our definitions of children’s literature in a time

period largely overlooked in the critical field, offering scholars new opportunities to value and

make space for the real child’s voice in our criticism.

65



3.0 “LIVE TO LEARN AND LEARN TO LIVE”: THE ST. NICHOLAS LEAGUE

AND THE VOCATION OF CHILDHOOD*

Papa says that | may write very good fairy-tales, but that | haven’t imagination enough to
be a realistic writer.

—from Alice Wellington Rollins’s “Effie’s Realistic Novel”

In Alice Wellington Rollins’s story “Effie’s Realistic Novel,” published in St. Nicholas
Magazine in 1887, the title character is a young girl trying her hand at the prose style of William
Dean Howells.*® Reading her story aloud to her family, Effie calls their attention to those details
that she feels qualify her work as highly realistic: the little girl claims, among other things, that
her heroine’s middle initial “P,” nominally unattractive features, and habit of walking on the left,
rather than the right, side of the street all situate her firmly in the real. Despite Effie’s claims, her
descriptions and what little plot she accomplishes are in fact quite conventionally romantic, and
after a series of mumbled derogatory asides at his daughter’s expense, Effie’s father admonishes

her outright that “imagination is not inventing things; it is seeing things [...]. The realistic writer

“2 Copyright © 2011 Hollins University. This chapter first appeared as an article in Children’s
Literature Volume 39, 2011, pages 58-84.

%% | am indebted to Elizabeth C. Saler and Edwin H. Cady for calling attention to Rollins’s story.
See “The St. Nicholas.”
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must see, not new things, but new qualities in things; and to do that, he must have plenty of
imagination” (261, emphasis in original).

Effie’s father’s comment resonates with the paradox central to conceptions of childhood
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century—namely, that as childhood became a
privileged, protected state, those traits generally considered “natural” to the child were no longer
always perceived as being attainable without careful adult guidance. Simultaneously considered
more powerful and visionary than the adult, while in need of grown-ups’ wisdom and protection,
the era’s image of the Anglo-American child reflected the concurrent evolution of idealized
imagery and practical concerns surrounding childhood. At the same time that a broad cultural
belief in the child’s native perceptive or creative abilities persisted, the rise of compulsory
schooling and social reform agencies in the latter half of the nineteenth century helped to shape
theories of children’s need for specialized attention and careful molding. Imagination,
playfulness, and receptivity to the natural world around one—all proclivities previously
presumed inherent to childhood—were now characteristics to which each child need aspire.

In the pages of St. Nicholas, one of the most influential juvenile periodicals of the time
(1873-1943), generations of young subscribers found a venue through which to actively compare
themselves to such images of childhood. This chapter will consider the paradoxical position that
child contributors to the magazine consequently inhabited—at once “natural” creatures engaged
in the ostensibly liberating “pleasure-ground” of the periodical, and self-conscious, schooled
representatives of that existence (Dodge, “Children’s Magazines” 353). Editor-in-chief Mary
Mapes Dodge shied away from encouraging these young writers, fearful that engagement with
the adult business of publication would mar their innocent existence. After charting Dodge’s

tenuous responses to child contributors in the publication’s early years, | will contrast her
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attitude with that of the St. Nicholas League, a monthly feature begun at the turn of the twentieth
century in which subscribers could participate in prose, verse, drawing, photography, and puzzle
competitions. The League’s editor Albert Bigelow Paine unabashedly fed his youthful artists
directives, seeing no discrepancy between the natural children he lauded and the tutored children
he helped produce. By urging young contributors to either live more fully in the real world or to
write more realistically, both editors bucked the historical association of the imaginative child
with the fantastic or fantasy literature, while continuing to privilege the youth’s visionary
capacities.

Frequently emphasizing the bourgeois American ideals of resourcefulness, pluck, and
patriotism, St. Nicholas’s fictitious portrayal of children was far from wholly Romantic.
Nevertheless, in Dodge’s interactions with real children, she encouraged them to embody traits
more traditionally associated with innocence, such as creativity. In the magazine’s early years,
the editor’s hesitation to disturb this innocence often led her to dissuade children from writing at
all, urging them instead to engage more fully with the perceived experiences of childhood. In
later volumes of St. Nicholas, Dodge modified this stance, presuming that as long as the juvenile
compositions substantiated the notion that their authors were frolicking in natural spaces,
observing wild animals, or otherwise enjoying the “simple” pleasures of youth, the child writers’
innocence remained intact.

Instituted by Paine in November 1899, the St. Nicholas League directly contended with
the issue that Dodge had intermittently skirted for nearly three decades: namely, how to reconcile
an idealized imagery of children’s ingenuity with the reality of their artistic productions. On the
one hand, the League’s existence privileged the child’s vision, intrinsically suggesting that

children possessed sufficient native creativity to sustain the department’s monthly allotment of
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twelve pages. On the other hand, the graduated levels of prizes, adult editorial staff, and
commentary upon the entries placed the child artist in a subordinate position from which the only
way to rise was through the education offered by the League.

Specifically, the way for young writers to receive acknowledgment was to adhere to the
largely realistic literary style of St. Nicholas and Paine’s repeated admonishment to write “what
they know”—a directive which simultaneously valorized children’s lived experiences while
dictating the parameters of those experiences. Scholars of St. Nicholas frequently note both the
magazine’s subtle coercion of children into its middle-class ideals of childhood, as well as the
preponderance of realist or nonfiction material in the publication; what has not yet been
considered, however, is the symbiotic relationship between these two phenomena in the
League—a forum in which youthful writers could ostensibly author their own childhoods. In
Suzanne Rahn’s highly informative work on St. Nicholas, for instance, she emphasizes that the
“stated aims of the League were concerned not primarily with aesthetic goals but with the
conduct of life as a whole” (“In the Century’s” 120). Although Paine’s feature clearly influenced
the activities in which its members engaged, scholars must take into consideration the degree to
which the “normative” activities of child life promoted in the League mandated a realist aesthetic
in the juvenile writers’ work. In order to prove themselves fully living the lives of inquisitive,
imaginative children, these young writers needed their entries to exhibit them engaged in such
projected experiences of childhood as playing, experimenting, and communing with nature.**

Counterintuitively, the cultivation of imagination necessitated these young authors’ immersion in

* Unlike Christine Alexander and Juliet McMaster’s edited collection on juvenilia, which
emphasizes the child author’s appropriation of adult roles and experimentation with convention,
this chapter explores how the young writers of the St. Nicholas League actively submitted to the
perceived roles of childhood, becoming self-conscious agents of contemporary notions of youth.
See The Child Writer From Austen to Woolf.
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the material world, a practice that consequently shepherded them away from the fantastic
literature popularly associated with such innocent vision.

When the paternal character in Rollins’s story reproached his daughter for her lack of
imagination in portraying the real world, his criticism foretold the level of earnest labor juveniles
would need to undertake to fully occupy their roles both as children and authors in the St.
Nicholas League. Entrants were held to detailed protocols and prosaic subject matter and when
children diverged from these specifications or wrote romantic tales, Paine often chastised them
publicly. Like his contemporaries in the fields of education and social reform, the League editor
felt that children’s concrete experiences and straightforward representations of those experiences
bred the highest level of creativity. As John Dewey asserted, proponents of the imagination’s
cultivation “undo much of our own talk and work by a belief that the imagination is some special
part of the child that finds its satisfaction in [...] that of the unreal and make-believe—of the
myth and made-up story” (61). Instead, Dewey and Paine argued that the natural medium for the
child’s education was the world surrounding them, and the point of the imagination’s play was
“to enliven and illumine the ordinary, commonplace and homely” (Dewey 144). Thus, while
Effie and her real counterparts might naturally write “very good fairy tales” or fantasy,
representations of the real world call for a higher level of perceptivity that children may only
achieve when adult guidance and dogged perseverance sustain their work.

Despite the educative attitude implicit in the League’s judgment of children’s writing, St.
Nicholas’s training of the child’s visionary lens upon the real world resonates with the Romantic
desire “conventional in children’s literature: innocence, as adults wish children experienced it,
sees the way things really are” (Nodelman 130). Although Paine himself was more exacting

when it came to his authors meeting normative standards of spelling and grammar, his years as
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the St. Nicholas League editor (1899-1908) may be seen as a precursor to the creative
atmosphere of the 1920s and 1930s, an era which valorized “childlike” representations in art and
witnessed the publication of a series of novels, poetry collections, diaries, and travel memoirs
penned by children themselves.* Although the perceived charm of these later juvenilia often
involved grammatical aberrations and unconventional syntax that the League would not have
sanctioned, such texts join the St. Nicholas feature in assuming that it is the child’s experience of
the real world that generates the keenest imagination and insight. The young writers of St.
Nicholas accepted the vocation of childhood implicit in the League’s motto “live to learn and
learn to live,” and—in diligently striving to both occupy the ideals longed for by adults and

commit their experiences to paper—became adroit professionals of both life and art.

3.1 “ANOTHER KIND OF CHILDREN”: EARLY CHILD CONTRIBUTORS TO

ST. NICHOLAS

When Paine’s first League editorial graced the pages of St. Nicholas at the turn of the twentieth
century, he faced the same challenge that had shaped the magazine’s nearly three decades in
print: namely, how to enlist children’s genuine interests while simultaneously dictating what

should interest the “genuine” child. Dodge—the publication’s chief editor from 1873-1905—

%> Based upon Jane B. Wilson’s bibliography of published children’s writing, | calculate that at
least fifty-six juvenilia—written by authors under eighteen and issued by major publishing
companies in the United States or England—uwere published in the 1920s; at least seventy-four
such juvenilia were published in the 1930s. These figures do not include anthologies or privately
printed materials. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century also witnessed an
unprecedented interest in children’s visual art. Sue Malvern cites the 1880s-1914 as the most
intense period of focus upon the child artist, noting exhibitions held in Hamburg, London,
Moscow, Vienna and New York during this time period (627).
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initially conceived of the magazine as a metaphoric space where young readers could

come and go as they please, where they are not obliged to mind, or say ‘yes, ma’am’ and

‘yes sir,”—where, in short, they can live a brand-new, free life of their own for a little

while, accepting acquaintances as they choose and turning their backs without ceremony

upon what does not concern them. (“Children’s Magazines” 353)

In contrast to this emancipating vision of the magazine and its child reader, Dodge’s staff
and advertisers sometimes openly declared the periodical’s function as an arbiter of taste and
instructor of conduct. In an advertising supplement bound with St. Nicholas in January 1875, for
instance, Charles Dudley Warner declares that the magazine “has been made level with the
comprehensions of children, and yet it is a continual educator of their taste, and of their honor
and courage. | do not see how it can be made any better, and if the children don’t like it, | think it
is time to begin to change the kind of children in this country” (1). Referring back to Warner’s
remark fifteen years later in an advertisement, Dodge’s staff asserts:

Well, the children do like it, but all the same St. Nicholas has changed the kind of

children. It cannot be that multitudes of them should see such pictures and read such

stories and poems without being better, more thoughtful, more refined, and in many ways
another kind of children than those who have gone before them. (gtd. in Gannon, “Here’s
to Our Magazine” 86)*°

While this unapologetically didactic approach appears at odds with Dodge’s project, it
highlights the oftentimes-paradoxical nature of writing for children. True to her word, the editor

generally perpetuated a casual, secular tone in her magazine, and the publication’s selected

*® The source of Gannon’s quotation is Overland Monthly and Out West Magazine 16 (Dec.
1890): 667-70.
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fiction, nonfiction, and poetry signal attention to children’s entertainment. But at the same time,
the comments of Warner and Dodge’s staff make it clear that if Dodge and her magazine catered
to children, it was, nevertheless, in service to a very specific notion of childhood. In large part,
that notion took its cues from middle-class culture, which increasingly placed the pragmatic
lessons of duty, industry and thrift alongside more idealized notions of childhood as a protected
time of play, innocence, and imagination.*’ St. Nicholas’s young readers were, therefore, “free”
to take pleasure from the magazine’s pages—nbut only in ways predetermined by the editors.

Michelle H. Phillips claims that this covertly didactic aspect of St. Nicholas masqueraded
as “antididacticism”—catering, in other words, to conventional or Romantic ideas of children’s
relative freedom and creativity. In answer to an earnest young reader’s query about the origins of
“runcible spoons,” for instance, Dodge tasks the girl to consult not encyclopedias, but the “great
big, big volume called Imagination” (May 1874, 436). From this comment, Phillips deduces that
for Dodge, “imagination is a requirement rather than an option for her ideal child reader’—
despite the seeming tension this stance creates between Dodge’s rhetoric and her magazine’s
overwhelmingly realist prose (95).

While Phillips offers an astute reading of the relationship between the editor and this
young letter-writer, noting the degree to which most child correspondents were aware of
performing childhood in their letters, her conclusion that Dodge chides her subscribers to read

less seriously misses the unintentional contradiction in the editor’s reply (Phillips 101-2, 95).

" R. Gordon Kelly suggests that in the periodical’s early decades—a time of both social and
financial instability for the nation—St. Nicholas, like other American magazines, sought to
preserve the “gentry” values idealized by the middle class (see Mother Was a Lady, Chapter
Three). Fred Erisman argues that the magazine’s fiction promoted an idealized middle-class
culture, while its nonfiction prepared children for the actualities of nineteenth-century American
life (“St. Nicholas” 383).
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Despite the somewhat fanciful nature and tongue-in-cheek tone of Dodge’s remarks, her
response indicates the earnest work that children must undertake in order to embody their own
idealized image. Much as Perry Nodelman argues that children are expected to “learn
childlikeness from children’s books,” Dodge’s allusion to imagination as something specifically
contained within a “volume” conceptualizes a so-called childlike vision as something existing
beyond the experiences of actual children, in a text (like St. Nicholas) that they must

reference (13).

This circumscribed conception of imagination mirrors the attitude with which Dodge
greeted children’s creative submissions to the magazine. Much like the overly academic letter-
writer above, real children’s compositions carried the potential to break with the image of
childhood espoused by St. Nicholas. Despite the difficulties that subsequently arose with young
subscribers’ contributions, Dodge often solicited their input on new departments and serials, or
even offered drawing, writing, and riddle competitions.*® Letters from child readers suggest that
they eagerly anticipated such opportunities to see their names in print, and Dodge’s editorial
comments reveal that children often responded in large numbers.*

Throughout the periodical’s first two decades, however, Dodge struggled with a
meaningful way to incorporate these contributions. Initially, and with very few exceptions,

Dodge limited children’s offerings to the Letter-Box. When the mother of ten-year-old Elaine

“® Mary June Roggenbuck notes that when Dodge experimented with eliminating serials in favor
of complete stories for the entirety of volume 29, she solicited letters from readers voicing their
opinion. Unfortunately, these letters were never printed, but Roggenbuck indicates that in
subsequent volumes, Dodge reinstituted serials, suggesting readers were unhappy with the new
format (337-38). According to Roggenbuck, the solicitation of reader response was a “long-
standing St. Nicholas tradition” (180).

% Roggenbuck notes that an 1889 contest in the Riddle-Box, for instance, elicited 6,072 entries
(308).
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submitted the girl’s poem to this section, Dodge printed the first verse:
How enchanting "t is to ride
With my mother by my side,
Underneath the evening skies of June,
Shining with a myriad stars, —
Silvery Saturn, glowing Mars, —
And the gleaming, —golden gleaming of the moon,
How it puts my heart and voice in tune! (March 1874, 308)
Although the poem’s publication signals some recognition of the child’s creativity, the editor’s
accompanying response registers emphatic discouragement:
Dear little Elaine! don’t write verses yet, cleverly as you do them for one of your age.
There is time enough for that. Put your “heart and voice in tune’, dear, by frolicking in the
open air; by enjoying your dolls and playmates, and by being a sweet, merry, good little
girl,—and not by leaning over your desk writing verses. You’ll be all the better poet for it
by and by. (March 1874, 308)*°
Dodge suggests that the best way for the child to be a writer is, paradoxically, not to write at all.
On the one hand, her stance prioritizes the girl’s innocence—a state that the young author
undercuts by attempting to produce sophisticated verse. At the same time, Dodge’s instructions
insinuate a relationship between the activities of an innocent childhood and the eventual
assumption of creative endeavor. Without the experiences of a “normative” childhood from

which to draw, young authors jeopardize the success of their future creative output.

% Dodge’s remarks echo Wordsworth’s poem “The Tables Turned,” which urges its reader to
quit his books, as “One impulse from a vernal wood/May teach you more of man;/Of moral evil
and of good,/Than all the sages can” (lines 21-24).
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Despite the perceived dangers of precocity, Dodge continued to experiment with
juvenile-authored texts, instituting a “Young Contributors’ Department” in St. Nicholas from
1876-1880. As Greta Little notes, however, the reasoning behind the selection and placement of
these contributions remained unarticulated and irregular, with the young authors’ full names
omitted in order to avoid feeding “the vanity of unfledged authors” (Dodge, “Jack-in-the-Pulpit”
130). When plagiarism reared its ugly head once too many times amongst these contributions,
Dodge apparently used it as a justification for reducing the scope of the department. From 1880
forward, poems and stories from children continued to appear in print with their letters, but
haphazardly and with little commentary (Little 20, 21).

Exceptional amongst these juvenilia is Margaret Frances Mauro’s poetry, which St.
Nicholas afforded a total of four full pages in August-September 1896, illustrated by one of its
premier artists, Reginald Birch.®* In a spirit quite different from that in which she addressed
Elaine, Dodge praises Mauro in the Letter-Box for writing of “her favorite flowers and birds, and
the everyday experiences of childhood” (August 1896, 876). Although Elaine expounds upon the
moon’s healthful effects upon herself, Dodge seemingly believes that in Mauro’s poem the more
“childlike” activity associated with the observation of flowers and birds counteracts the unnatural
strain of leaning over one’s writing desk. This justification for Dodge’s altered view of juvenilia
may also take its cue from emerging changes in perceptions of childhood. As the nineteenth
century waned, and industrialism and urbanization threatened to eradicate the young’s “natural”

pastoral setting, educators and social reformers increasingly saw the markers of childhood as

> See Mauro, “Poems,” “Poems by a Child,” and “Ye Romaunce of Oldenne Tyme.” Although
published far earlier than Mauro, child poets Elaine and Dora Read Goodale also are exceptional
in that Dodge wrote an introduction to their 1877 publication, “Poems by Two Little American
Girls.” As with Mauro, Dodge emphasized the girls’ relationship with nature and its positive
influence upon their writing. For more on the Goodale sisters, see Satelmajer 117-19.
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traits that could only be achieved through children’s earnest pursuit and the intervention of
institutions such as the Fresh Air Fund or Playground Movement. Because the young poet’s
verses reinforce her participation in “youth-appropriate” activities, Dodge may sanction Mauro’s
literary hobbies without anxiety.

After having praised the childlike connotations of Mauro’s work, however, Dodge
incongruously notes that many young readers may have “ ‘skipped’ [...] the poems as perhaps
too ‘old’ for them, or too like poems for grown folk™ (August 1896, 876). Unwittingly, the editor
reveals the extent to which the childish activities represented in Mauro’s poems cater to adult
ideas of childhood. The editor’s comment mirrors the paradoxical stance that the St. Nicholas
League department would blithely adopt just a few years later: the most successful child author
composes verse and prose that is recognizably “childlike” in its content, but achieving a style
appropriate to this content relies upon a self-conscious representation that belies the author’s
innocent nature. Thus, under Albert Bigelow Paine’s helmsmanship the young League members’
most fully realized compositions were those that mimicked St. Nicholas’s adult prose in their

realism, their appreciation of nature, and their glorification of childhood itself.

3.2 “FOUR HUNDRED ANGLO-SAXON WORDS”: THE ST. NICHOLAS LEAGUE

AS GREAT COMPARATIVE SCHOOL

Although less scholarship exists concerning the St. Nicholas League than other aspects of St.
Nicholas, throughout the years that Albert Bigelow Paine oversaw the department (1899-1908),

children repeatedly and enthusiastically wrote into the magazine to declare it their favorite
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segment.>* The feature was generally around twelve pages long®® and included prefatory
comments by Paine; a list of the winners of the gold and silver badges; and publication of the
winning entries in verse, prose, drawing, and photography.>* Paine also variously included
mention of noteworthy failures or near winners, eventually settling on a regularly featured Honor
Roll. As the League membership quickly ballooned to more than 40,000, the editor found it
necessary to parse this category even further: by late 1902, the Honor Roll consisted of two
categories, one of which indicated those entries that would have been published had space
permitted, and the other listing work worthy of encouragement. Beginning in 1908, the honor
rolls were also accompanied by a Roll of the Reckless or Careless, namely, those children who
failed to adhere to the dictated rules and formats of the contests.*®

Whereas Mary Mapes Dodge struggled to reconcile her endorsement of a “bourgeois
adaptation of Romantic views of childhood” (Fowler and Gray 40) with the self-conscious
juvenilia that threatened to disrupt these views, Albert Bigelow Paine saw no discrepancy
between his League editorials’ simultaneous promotion of children’s natural creativity and
assumption that their creative endeavors necessarily involved hard work. Throughout Paine’s
career with St. Nicholas, what he lauded time and again was perseverance: “That is the way to

win—to try, try again. It is the only way. [...] We cannot all have genius, but we can all have

%2 |t was a rare issue that did not contain at least one letter from a faithful member declaring their
love and appreciation for the League. Dorothy Posegate’s correspondence even queries “who
knows but that in time the League may become the magazine and St. Nicholas the preface?”
(185).

>3 From 1899-1908 changes in the magazine’s overall length or editing occasionally affected the
length of the League department, as in 1906, when a strike resulted in an eight-page April issue
and no March issue.

> The League also listed winners of the puzzle section, but their entries were generally located in
“The Riddle-Box” department.

> A “Roll of the Forgetful” made a brief appearance in January and February of 1905.
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industry and perseverance, and in the long run the difference between these and genius is said to
be hardly noticeable” (May 1900, 650).

Where Dodge paid lip service to her magazine being a child’s “pleasure-ground,”
slipping in instruction under the guise of liberating fun, Paine forthrightly advertised the League
as “a great comparative school” (“League Notes” 667). Certainly the League still saw itself as a
child-centered endeavor—Dbut for Paine there was little tension between the notions of natural
versus tutored children. As part of contestants’ “comparative schooling,” Paine urged them to
learn “by thoughtful study of the successful contributions the faults of our own and the reason of
another’s success” (November 1905, 80). Like such exercises, the presence of League chapters in
children’s lives—independently formed writing and social clubs—also substantiated their
perception of belonging to a larger body of peers. Paine often referred to this body as a “mighty
army of the most intelligent, the most talented children in the world” (November 1907, 83).
Although Paine tolerated young contributors’ occasional transgressions from form, his general
expectation was that his “troops” in the St. Nicholas League would act as a regiment, bending
individuality to the feature’s communal taste and prescriptions in order to gain accolades.

Indeed, Paine appears to have entirely lacked anxiety over the fact that his editorship held
sway not only over his protégés’ composition, but also the composition of their lives. His ease
with tutoring juvenile authors to appear untutored, simple, or natural reflects a cultural
environment in which teachers, social agencies, and other public entities saw innocence and its
associated traits as a state of being that children could only fully realize under the supervision of
adults. Early twentieth-century play reformers and theorists, in particular—faced with the reality
of children’s limited ability to play in familiar ways due to increasingly urban environments—

drew an analogy between children’s pursuit of recreation and education itself: “play is to the
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boy” playground reformer Joseph Lee declared, “what work is to the man—the fullest attainable
expression of what he is and the effective means of becoming more” (viii). Unsupervised, wild
play, however, could be detrimental to the same extent that orchestrated play could be beneficial.
Thus, Everett B. Mero, a contemporary of Lee, asserted that while play is an intrinsic component
of every childhood, “there is play that grows like a weed and never gets beyond the weed state;
and there is play that has careful cultivation so that it becomes a useful plant” (17).

The same irony inherent in training the child to be better at being a child runs throughout
the League’s monthly competitions. For Paine, the child did not necessarily come trailing clouds
of glory, pen in hand; education was a necessary component of artistic endeavor just as it was for
productive play, no matter what level of inspiration initially graced his young authors.
“Perseverance and the refusal to confess defeat are essential elements in the making of success,”
Paine somberly preached. “The most superlative genius without them will flare and flicker and
go out in a night of despondency and failure” (July 1906, 848).

In an effort to avoid such ill-fated nights and to facilitate instead its members’ resolve,
the League offered young artists and writers a well-ordered environment in which to judge and
improve upon their skills on a monthly basis. In addition to the League’s rigid, if basic, rules of
submission, the topics of the competitions repeatedly encouraged (if they did not outright dictate)
that winning entries be essays rather than stories, simple rather than baroque, realistic rather than

fantastic.*® Paine often declared that the most important opportunity the League offered was not

% Aside from particulars specific to the individual competitions each month, the rules declared
that “every contribution of whatever kind must bear the name, age, and address of the sender and
be indorsed as ‘original’ by parent, teacher, or guardian, who must be convinced beyond doubt
that the contribution is not copied, but wholly the work of the sender” (emphasis in original).
This information needed to appear on the entry itself, which could be written or drawn upon only
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the winning of prizes, but the means to “develop to perfection the gifts of which nature bestows
only the beginnings” (March 1901, 466). Hence, much as in “Effie’s Realistic Novel,” whatever
degree of imagination might be native to the child, in the League there was always room for
improvement or deepening of their perceptive abilities—particularly in the juvenile author’s
discriminating depictions of their own everyday experiences.

Paine’s League editorials promoted, therefore, the child’s immersion in and
representation of the real world—prose that mimicked the adult contributions to the periodical.
Citing such magazine contributions as a pragmatic goal for artists, Paine noted that all “must
learn to write or draw with fitness for the various publications”; the best way for young
contributors to begin, he added, was “to adapt their offerings to the readers of The St. Nicholas
League” (November 1905, 81).

Suzanne Rahn accordingly claims that Paine’s “ultimate goal in devising and judging
competitions was not to encourage youthful imagination or self-expression, but to develop the
talents of serious would-be professionals” (“In the Century’s” 129). Paine did frequently look
forward in his editorials to the time when his talented contributors would gain their literary
laurels in the adult world, and his standards were often exacting. However, many of the League
editor’s directives and selected topics for composition also encouraged the child to be more
childlike. In other words, St. Nicholas’s brand of professional writing—realist prose and
informative essays about school or the natural world, and verse with simplistic, concrete
imagery—dictated that young authors live up to their compositions’ ideals and more fully inhabit

the material experiences of childhood. The form and nature of these experiences reflects what

one side of the paper. Members were allowed to enter only one contribution each month,
choosing between the prose, verse, drawing, photography, or riddle competition.
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Susan R. Gannon deems St. Nicholas’s dual allegiance to adult and child readers, a duality that
produced a “carefully constructed image” of childhood alternately designed to please youth’s
desire for autonomy or reveal to parents the vulnerability of their children’s innocence and
dependency (“Fair Ideals” 48, 42). Consequently, the young St. Nicholas League author needed
to simultaneously produce rule-bound, professional texts and show herself capable of
exemplifying the constructions of “carefree” childhood so meticulously replicated in her prose.

In spite of the exacting nature of the League’s standards, then, Paine periodically steered
his young writers away from precocity, warning them that one should be wise and serious, “but
not overwise nor over-serious; and certainly it is not well to begin these things too soon” (June
1905, 753). In these moments, Paine echoes the sensitivity to childhood’s distinct and rarefied
state expressed by Dodge in previous decades, counseling his readers to cherish the “faith, the
memories, and the fancies of childhood” that St. Nicholas strove (rhetorically at least) to
facilitate (June 1905, 753).

Of course—as elsewhere in the magazine—having made room for the joys of childhood,
it is evident that the editors felt it their right to act as arbiters of the form and representation of
those experiences. Paine consequently urges League members to not write in a manner “too

7

‘grown up,’” and

instead of telling their story in short words, simply and directly, as they would talk, [...]
adopt the style of some rather grandiloquent writer, and weaken with long words and
flowery sentences the pretty thought that could be expressed so attractively in four
hundred short Anglo-Saxon words, divided into brief, crisp sentences. (March 1900, 461)

Grandiloquent writing, Paine suggests, not only fails at achieving a legitimately adult voice, but

also shatters all pretense of writing in the unconscious manner and style supposedly natural to
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children. Such studied, if faulty, attempts at maturity threaten, moreover, to dissipate the child’s
healthy relationship with the concrete. It is better that children write, as Louisa May Alcott once
advised readers in St. Nicholas, not only with “the strongest, simplest words,” but also—as they
have not seen much of love or the world—only “of things they understand” (545).

Thus, while the more explicit aims of the League were patriotism, the preservation of
animals, and the “protection of the oppressed,” the magazine feature’s primary focus remained
the relationship between its young readers’ lives and these lives’ articulation, transmuting an
idealized concept of childhood into a formula for professionalization. It was only by directly
experiencing the activities associated with the League’s competition topics that its members
could be both adequate children and capable writers. At the time of the magazine department’s
inauguration in 1899, it was becoming an educational commonplace that children learned best
not through rote learning, but by being actively engaged in the subject at hand and by bringing
their own knowledge to their studies.®’ In accordance with this pedagogical practice, the League
encouraged its artists to do studies from life; photographers must copy images only from the
world around them; and the most frequently rewarded prose writers were those who drew from
family traditions, escapades in nature, or otherwise lived experiences. The fact that wholly
fantastic stories appear infrequently suggests that children quickly learned that their efforts in
this arena were not conducive to winning the editor’s favor.

Paine campaigned for this experiential artistic education not only through the League

editorials, but also through his own prose for St. Nicholas, such as “Marjorie’s School of Fiction:

> Lucille M. Schultz discusses the relationship between this gradual ideological shift and
composition pedagogy in nineteenth-century America, noting that “observation became a
heuristic for writing, and that the knowledge that students brought with them to an educational
setting from their own lives was valued. In a word, writing instruction was democratized” (5).

83



A Story for Young Authors.” The title character—drawn to writing first by natural proclivity and
then by financial need when her father dies—dabbles in romantic, Sir-Walter-Scott-like prose in
an attempt to support her family. Like Dewey’s educational treatises, Paine’s story insinuates
that the rarefied atmosphere of most schools—where one dutifully leans over one’s desk, rather
than actively engaging in meaningful activity—is counterproductive to the development of true
imagination or vision. In Marjorie’s school, she is told that the “literary world was waiting for
her” as she graduates “with a valedictory that shed glory throughout the institution” (438). But
when Marjorie fails to sell her prose and becomes a salesclerk at a button counter, the young
authoress realizes that she is now in a *“great school”; the mathematically challenged girl
“receive[s] her diploma from this institution” when the floor manager fires her for incompetence
(440, my emphasis). The irony of this “graduation” brings to light the inadequacies of Marjorie’s
previous schooling. With the increased spread of compulsory education, the vast majority of
students in turn-of-the-century America were in training for future labor, and not for further
schooling at the college level. Paine implies that an institution like Marjorie’s—with its seeming
validation of both unrealistic prose and unrealistic expectations—does a disservice to its pupils.
In contrast, upon successfully selling a collection of short stories about her button-counter
exploits—a work that depicts the “wonderful march of real life”—Marjorie learns that the
“greatest of all schools for every profession under the skies [is] the school of

experience” (444).%

%8 Many of Paine’s contributions to St. Nicholas outside the League work from the premise that
simplicity and real-world experience breed true creativity. In his serialized “Boys’ Life of Mark
Twain,” for instance, he draws direct parallels between Twain’s childhood pranks and
adventures, and the novels The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) and Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn (1884), noting that the author’s youth supplied him with “plenty of real material” (147).
Similarly, Paine’s story “The Shuttlecock of Fate,” witnesses the most down-to-earth poet of
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Paine clearly thought that fanciful rendering of subjects got authors into trouble, and in
his League editorials he repeatedly admonishes children to write only what they know—
simultaneously valuing the child’s lived experience and denigrating the fantastic representation
the Romantic-minded might have considered the child’s special preserve in previous generations.
Having solicited camping stories one month and received an influx of bear-related adventures,
for instance, Paine remarks that “bears constructed in the imagination [...] were usually too big
and too fierce,” and the boys who shot them unrealistic. Unsurprisingly, the winning entries this
month all take their narratives from true life. The losing entries, Paine suggests, may still find a
market in the “Nickel Libraries,” the “only place where they have ever had any real good times
and where they still properly belong” (October 1906, 1136, 1137).

Paine’s reference to the cheap literature of the “Nickel Libraries” reveals the attention to
class underlying his writing school. Although he may have perceived of writing or drawing as a
“trade” (September 1904, 1041), Paine was not willing to concede that all markets should be
attractive to his own readership, for which the magazine perpetually supplied “‘the old, old

7

lessons’” in order to reinforce “the child’s sense of his place and role in a middle-class world”
(Erisman, “Utopia” 71, 68). Despite the pragmatic nature of some of these lessons (such as duty
and thrift), in this era middle-class childhood was increasingly perceived of as a sheltered,
precious state, ostensibly filled with happiness and good cheer. Because such healthy,

hardworking, fulfilled children regularly paraded through St. Nicholas’s pages, in the League,

Paine repeatedly notes that “very sad, very tragic, very romantic, and very abstruse work cannot

three friends write the most successful verse for a competition they have all entered. Wandering
in the woods and letting the “winds whisper [...] and the leaves gossip to her” she learns to write
“simply, without straining after rhymes and phrases—without lameness or affectation” (678).
Her straightforward language earns her not only the school prize, but also publication in a
magazine.
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often be used, no matter how good it may be from the literary point of view.” The editor adds
that while he “does not advocate the sacrifice of artistic impulse to market suitability, he does
advocate as a part of every literary education the study of the market’s needs” (March 1907,
464). Lurid, melodramatic work, Paine implies, represents the experiences of someone other than
the young middle-class reader to whom St. Nicholas pitched its tone and content.

The League’s verse writers—whose contest prompts generally afforded them some slight
latitude in subject matter—were also subject to this brand of critique. Deriding the near rhymes
of some verse entries, Paine haughtily remarks, “such liberties are only permitted to popular song
writers who do not hesitate to rhyme ‘wheelbarrow’ with ‘Fifth Avenue.”” League members, on
the other hand, must content themselves with “tread[ing] the path of fame to the same old
measures and the same old consonant rhymes that guided the feet of Tennyson and Longfellow
and Whittier and Poe” (April 1908, 564).

Editorial comments such as these reveal the specific nature of Paine’s desire to
professionalize the child. In order to draw, write, or photograph in the way Paine advocated,
League members must simultaneously live their lives in accordance with middle-class ideals—
fulfilling their obligation to their childhoods as much as to their art. In keeping with these ideals,
the most frequently endorsed activity in the League was the exploration of nature. Like social
reformers and other like-minded mentors of youth, Paine perceived the natural world as the
child’s proper playground, and therefore the most effective site of education. In the League’s
very first issue, the editor declared, “book-study alone is not followed by the best results. Direct
friendship with the woods and fields and healthful play are necessary to the proper development
of both mind and body” (November 1899, 80). A few months later, reminding his readers of the

League’s motto “Live to learn and learn to live,” Paine equated the onset of spring with the
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opportunity for individuals’ growth:
There is so much to be learned on every hand—in the groves, in the meadows, and in our
own hearts. We never quite know ourselves until the sap begins to stir and the arbutus to
grow pink under the brown leaves. In winter, shut in with book and games [...] life goes
on quietly or merrily [...], but with the first breath of young grass on the land and the
smell of burning leaves there comes into the blood a joy that is of no other season, a glow
of strong confidence that leads to higher achievement, and with, and for, a nobler purpose

we may learn to live. (April 1900, 555)

If the winning selections in the League were almost invariably realistic in style, their
most frequent subject was the appreciation of nature, and many young writers submitted essays
about walks in the woods, observing animals in the wild, or examining fauna under
microscopes.® The League promoted the natural world in every component of its contests.
Wildlife photography was a featured competition each month, “encourag[ing] the pursuing of
game with a camera instead of a gun.” Photos of deer, foxes, and various birds consequently
peppered the League pages, while Paine’s verse prompts similarly called attention to the seasons,
stars, or plants of one’s region. Prose entries like E. B. White’s “A Winter Walk” or Katharine
Sergeant’s essay on spiders’ nests provided complementary material to such art and poetry, with
pieces like Florence Loveland’s “How a Kodak Gained a Friend for the Birds” exemplifying the

straightforward style and ecological message of the St. Nicholas League.® In Loveland’s piece,

% These stories and essays mimicked the adult-authored prose on natural history found
elsewhere in St. Nicholas. For more on how these articles encouraged young readers’ direct
observation of the world, see Kaye Adkins 34-37.

% Katharine Sergeant became the long-time fiction editor of The New Yorker in 1925. In 1929,
she married E. B. White.
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young John learns that it is better to aim a camera rather than a slingshot at the birds, so that they
will “carol sweetly to you” rather than “run from you with a disgusted air” (1045).

While the existence of previous ecologically-minded organizations in St. Nicholas such
as the Agassiz Association and Bird Defenders suggests that this aspect of the League was
genuinely motivated by the desire to cultivate a regard for nature and wildlife in its readers, it
also corresponds with the publication’s residual concern that little children “leaning over desks”
will result in not only a deficient youth, but also deficient art. Paine’s editorial remarks in July
1903 mimic—if more casually—the sentiments expressed in Dodge’s letter to Elaine, reassuring
readers that it is alright if for a time they neglect the League during their summer vacation, for
“without knowing it, we shall learn from nature’s pleasant pages, and without intending to do so,
perhaps, shall gather material for the poems and the stories and the pictures for another year to
come” (848). In St. Nicholas, spending time in the natural world is critical to the development of
creativity, because it amounts to full participation in childhood—an experience that in turn
produces the fullest expression of life.

Even entries not specifically about the observation of wildlife often absorb the League’s
equation of childhood and immersion in nature. Mignonne Lincoln’s “Receipt [sic] for
Preserving Children,” for instance, makes the connection explicit:

1 extra large grassy field.

Y doz. children, assorted ages.

3 small dogs.

1 long, narrow strip of brook (pebbly, if possible).

Mix children with dogs, then empty them into field, stirring continually; sprinkle

with field flowers, pour brook in gently over pebbles, and cover all with a deep blue sky;
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bake in a very hot sun.
When children are well browned they may be removed. Will be found just
right. (760)
The author’s sense that there is a formula for creating children who are “just right”—a formula,
moreover, which involves animals and nature—coupled with her awareness of childhood as a
time to be “preserved,” suggests that League members adapted a rhetorical stance towards youth
that belied their own association with it.

Paine’s attempts to get kids to be simple and natural were often thus thwarted by his
ritual promotion of “child-friendly” topics and his oft-repeated advice to compare one’s work
with that of others. His authors’ consequent consideration of their entries’ appropriateness for the
publication engendered a number of self-conscious poems and stories catering to idyllic notions
of childhood. In some cases, these pieces came from older members, whose status as children
was therefore already suspect. As seventeen was the upper age limit for League submissions, for
instance, newly eighteen-year-old members frequently wrote poems or letters chafing against
being barred from further competitions and, by association, from childhood itself. “The gates are
now closed upon me,” writes Hilda Van Emster, “and | am left out in the cold, cold world; but
may | not sometimes return,—may | not sometimes linger here outside the gates and look in upon
the happy fields where | played in my childhood?” (665). Far younger writers, however, also
lamented the passing of youth’s hallowed state, such as ten-year-old Katharine R. Welles, who
mourned, “Return to me, O happy years/Of childhood’s merry day;/For now the years are flying
fast,/And I’m too old to play” (1143). Such awareness of childhood’s preciousness belies the

child’s own occupation of youth, signaling innocence’s loss—or perhaps its initial exaggeration.
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The same contrived sentimentality appears in essay contributions as well, arising in
response to even the most prosaic prompts. Responding to a prose competition on “the story of a
word,” for instance, thirteen-year-old Lucile Delight Woodling chooses “agoo,” a term she
deems the “dearest little word in all the world.” Linking this baby talk to not only the “mystery
of babyhood” but also a more “innocent” time culturally, Woodling mourns the fact that adult
tenement dwellers need “jabber [in different languages] in vain [having] forgotten the language
of innocence.” Suggesting that “this old world” would be a better place if everyone spoke the
baby’s universal language, she concludes “what are all these side issues of learning, anyway, in
comparison to the pure thought of a little child?” (1046).

Loveland, Lincoln, and Woodling—Ilike many of their League compatriots—exhibit a
meticulous attention to the style and sentiments favored by the department’s editor. Not all of St.
Nicholas’s writers, however, absorbed these artistic protocols. While the majority of the juvenile
authors worked to conform to the League’s standards, there were transgressors of taste and style,
and occasionally Paine printed their entries in the League. The January1902 issue witnessed most
of the verse writers responding to the “Good-by, old year!” prompt with laments over the passing
of the seasons, or observations of winter’s natural changes, but eleven-year-old Roy M. Sterne
submitted the following irreverent poem:

Good-By, old year;

I’m glad you’re gone.
I’m tired of tomatoes,
Peas, and corn. (283)
Fifteen-year-old Leigh Sowers similarly resists May’s delights in her poem about toiling in her

botany class, commenting simultaneously upon the uniformity of other members’ entries:
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So while others are writing in elegant phrase
Of the beauties and pleasures of wonderful Mays,
This common decision our minds does harass:
‘May’s horrid.” Yours truly,
THE BOTANY CLASS. (660, emphasis in original)
Unconventional, but far from avant-garde, these submissions superficially break with the
League’s image of the child. Like the tractably naughty youth that intermittently appeared in the
body of St. Nicholas, however, the willful voices of these League entries still function within the
paradigm by which wholesome children may be identified. Angela Sorby argues that because
Dodge strove to generate a sense of peer community amongst her readers, “transgressive
behaviors were tolerated or even encouraged” in St. Nicholas’s stories, verses and even reader
responses in the interest of marketability (71).%* In other words, in promoting the magazine as a
child-centered pleasure ground, Dodge assumed that the occasional misdemeanor was a part of
any liberated childhood. The clever, but ultimately tame way in which Sterne and Sowers subvert
sentimentalized childhood, therefore, only reinforces their status as healthy children.
Nevertheless—although such unsentimental, un-earnest items received a place in the
magazine from time to time, signaling some allowance for variations on what qualified as
“youthful” expression—it was rare for unconventional entries to receive a League gold or silver
badge. League members learned primarily through the comparative study Paine perpetually

urged them to undertake between their own work and that of the winning entries. While the

%1 Both Ellen Gruber Garvey and Catherine Van Horn suggest that the St. Nicholas Advertising
League (1900-1917) was similarly conceived of as a way to establish peer identity, build upon

the established rapport between the magazine and its readers, and turn its subscribers into good
consumers. See Garvey, “The St. Nicholas Advertising Competition” and VVan Horn, “Turning

Child Readers into Consumers.”
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young competitors recognized publication as a step in the “long ladder to literary success,”® the
distinction between publication and winning gold was great (Simpson 185). Printing offbeat
verse like Sterne’s and Sowers’s allowed readers a direct comparison between winning and non-
winning entries, for while Paine’s perception of such entries was not always clear, their fate was:
unconventional submissions did not fully meet the League’s tastes and ideals, and therefore did
not win badges.

Children’s deviations from the norm were not restricted to verse. Young writers also
attempted fantasy, which, though never expressly banned from the League, was never
particularly encouraged by the competition prompts, which favored topics such as “My Favorite
Character in History,” “A True Animal Hero,” or “One Day at School.”®® When fantastic
elements do arise in the children’s writing, however, they are almost invariably in service to
everyday matters, as in “The Don’ts of a Book,” in which a talking book schools readers in its
proper handling. Indeed, nine-year-old Ruth Linn’s tale concludes in a tone more didactic than
most St. Nicholas prose: “I think it would be well if all boys and girls would try to remember
what the book told Robert, don’t you?” (1037).

Similarly, Miriam Helen Tanberg disappoints expectations of the fantastic in her story “A
Fairy Friend,” the ending of which actually goes so far as to privilege the League’s favored genre
of realism. Tanberg’s designation as an “Honor Member” at age ten indicates her former success
within the League: contributors were only given this title if they had previously won a gold
medal and the magazine was printing their subsequent work. Despite the nod to the fantastic in

her story’s fairy character, Tanberg’s narrative unfolds in a prosaic, educational manner. The

%2 Helen Simpson was one of many letter writers who described the publication of their entries in
this way.
8 All of these topics were repeated at least once between 1899-1908.
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fairy, equipped with golden book in hand, teaches the main character Marie—who has struggled
but failed to write well herself—how best to compose stories. After reading from the fairy’s
book, Marie learns that “the great stories she hoped to write were to be found all about her. That
there was beauty in every common thing, and a romance in every life” (763). Thus, even an
“unconventional” fantasy story absorbs the League’s touted practice of writing what one knows.
In keeping with the tenor of St. Nicholas as a whole, the League offered children a space
to exhibit their natural inclinations and talents, while unabashedly dictating the direction those
habits and interests should take. Suzanne Rahn characterizes St. Nicholas as a venue which
encouraged children to see themselves not only as “self-reliant and resourceful,” but also as
“lovable, not for any special talent or achievement, but for who they were” (“St. Nicholas” 108).
This lovability, however, was unconsciously predicated upon a predetermined idea of childhood,
and in the League especially, when “who they were” was children who failed to conform to the
League’s standards, Paine was quick to point out their deviations. True, the editor often tempered
his criticism with benevolent remarks about young creators’ efforts and congenial editorials on
the typical childish pastimes of the given season. But just as (if not more) frequently his
commentary abandoned any pretense that the League competitions were carefree endeavors. Of
the four hundred prose entries the League received on “Jack’s Fourth of July” in 1902, for
instance, Paine bluntly declares that “about three hundred and fifty were so hard for the editor to
read that he wished before he was through that he had never heard of Fourth of July, or of Jack,
or even of all the dogs and parrots and monkeys by that name that the young writers put into
their stories.” He brusquely adds to this statement “just a word of advice. Don’t write a story just

because you can put down on paper four hundred words of prose” (July 1902, 848).
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While Paine’s stern rigidity seems antithetical to popular notions of children’s freedom
and creativity, his serious approach to children’s pastimes spoke to evolving notions of
childhood’s purpose at the turn of the century. Having legislated the child out of the workplace,
the child was left to choose “not between work and play, but between play and idleness” (Curtis
4). Subsequently, play and childhood’s other endeavors became a pseudo-profession for the
child, an outlet for not only the physicality of work, but also its apprenticeship.

In asking its members to “live to learn and learn to live,” the St. Nicholas League
implicitly offered its members an opportunity to be professional practitioners of both life and art.
At least some Leaguers seem to have intuitively understood the interconnectivity between their
exercises for the feature and their own growth. Writing to thank the League for her newly-won
gold badge, for instance, Freda M. Harrison modestly intimates that its worth is “far greater than
the merit of my verses,” adding that “the whole credit must rest with the League, for without its
instruction and influence, | could never have become even what | am” (1147, my emphasis).
Harrison’s unconscious equation of her writing with her self indicates the symbiotic relationship
promoted in the League between the child’s activities and their expression.

Edna St. Vincent Millay, Rachel Carson, E. B. White, William Faulkner, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Vita Sackville-West, Stephen Vincent Benet, Eudora Welty, and a host of stage
designers, editors, and artists were all League contributors as children, suggesting that the
absorption of the League’s lessons may very well have been conducive to creative success.®
That children respected and sought the League’s good opinion of their work is obvious from the

teems of letters published in the department; these letters reveal that children often faithfully

% For more on famous young contributors to the League, see Paul Rosta.
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submitted entries for years before receiving an award or even honorable mention.® Indeed, in
White’s 1934 New Yorker article about the League, he notes that winning the Pulitzer Prize must
have been “faint fun” for Edna St. Vincent Millay in comparison with winning her gold St.
Nicholas badge (42).

What multitudes of less conventional renderings may have been lost to the League’s
confining tastes, however—or to the large wastepaper basket Paine boasted was in his
possession—can never be fully known (August 1904, 945). In White’s New Yorker essay, he
admits that in order to claim his own gold badge, he doctored his entry to fit the profile of
winning works, pandering to the magazine’s prevailing sentiment of kindness toward animals.
“This precocious anticipation of an editor’s needs is a sad and revealing chapter in my life,” he
writes. “l was after results, apparently, and was not writing, or drawing, for Art’s own sake. Still,
the League motto was “Live to learn and learn to live’” (“Onward” 46).%° Looking back upon her
gold-badge prose, novelist Anne Parrish also notes that it

was written, for my first and last time, to please the public. | had no use at all for Alice in

Wonderland until I was grown. | am not sure who was ‘My Favorite Character in Fiction’

then; probably | was identifying myself with the heroine of The Prisoner of Zenda. But

% These letter writers are too numerous to name, but some include Robert E. Jones; Ellen
Dunwoody; and Rena Kellner, who participated in the League contests from 1899-1908.

% \White’s adult work also shows Paine’s influence, perhaps nowhere more so than in his
contributions to William Strunk, Jr.’s The Elements of Style. White advises young authors to
write with “plainness, simplicity, orderliness, [and] sincerity,” avoiding fads, foreign terms, and
““a twenty-dollar word when there is a ten-center handy” (69, 76-77). One cannot help but
wonder if White consciously echoes the League editor when he adds, “Anglo-Saxon is a livelier
tongue than Latin, so use Anglo-Saxon words” (77).
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grown people liked even one as old as Juliet to like that Alice, and grown people gave the

awards. (32)%

In these reminiscences, White and Parrish reveal the extent to which the most successful League
members cunningly played to St. Nicholas’s tastes, self-consciously and effectively navigating
literary conventions.

Despite the directive nature of the St. Nicholas League, Albert Bigelow Paine envisioned
his feature as “a sort of garden that lies along the foothills of success,” an idyllic and free space
for children’s artistic output (December 1906, 176). Like Mary Mapes Dodge, the League editor
operated from the paradoxical stance that the child’s liberation was best expressed in
predetermined, circumscribed ways—both in life and in art. Nevertheless, both he and Dodge
appear to have genuinely wished for their subscribers’ full enjoyment of childhood, and near the
end of his editorship, in particular, Paine’s instructive commentary often gave way to more
sentimental address. In putting together an “alboum” of the League, the editor encouraged former
members to write to him with stories of their artistic failures, as well as their successes:

The League editor who has seen you come and go, and who has watched—you do not

know how proudly or how lovingly—your efforts during the days when each of your

contributions must bear the sender’s age, cannot see you drift away into the unrecorded
years without a hunger at the heart to know where and how your later lines are cast.

Write, then, and tell all the story, and you may be sure of telling it to at least one

sympathetic ear. (February 1908, 371)

%7 | am indebted to Mary June Roggenbuck for calling attention to Parrish’s article in
her dissertation.
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In the decades immediately following Paine’s leadership of the St. Nicholas League, a
number of published child authors did “tell all the story”—writing memoirs and exposés about
the natural world, their generation’s relationship to sex, or the precarious state of pre-war
European countries (and their parents’ own marriages). Readers and critics alternately considered
these texts hilarious, impolitic pronouncements and prophetic commentary, hailing volumes like
David Binney Putnam’s David Goes Voyaging (1925), and Patience, Richard and Johnny Abbe’s
bestselling Around the World in Eleven Years (1936) for their “innocent” depictions of the real
world. Artfully marketed as visionary to the extent that they were childlike, the published
juvenilia of the 1920s and 1930s suggest that the simultaneously pragmatic and idealized notion
of childhood in the St. Nicholas League had forecasted an environment in which the most

imaginative, unfettered child was also the world’s consummate professional.
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4.0 READING INNOCENCE: JUVENILIA AND THE PROTO-MODERNIST

VOICE

In the twentieth century’s second decade, England and America shared two unprecedented
literary sensations: Daisy Ashford’s social satire The Young Visiters (1919), written when she
was nine years old, and Opal Whiteley’s childhood nature diary, serialized first in the Atlantic
Monthly, and then collected under the title The Story of Opal: The Journal of an Understanding
Heart (1920). Both Ashford and Whiteley’s juvenile texts—discovered when their authors were
already adults—were international bestsellers that instigated an outpouring of enthusiasm and
controversy. With sales soaring on both sides of the Atlantic, several dozen newspapers and
literary journals weighed in on the merits of the girls’ work, with one critic declaring 1919 “the
year of ‘The Young Visiters’” (Pure 451), and the chairman of Putnam personally announcing
that he regarded Whiteley’s diary as “a very remarkable work of genius, ranking with the great
works of all time” (qtd. in Hoff 73).

Whereas the editors of St. Nicholas valued their young writers’ seamless representations
of a middle-class, neo-Romantic childhood, critics lauded Ashford and Whiteley for their lack of
professionalism—in other words, for the very way in which their compositions’ seams showed.
Despite the texts being disparate in form and subject matter, they consistently received attention

for what they related about their authors’ innocence (or potential lack thereof)—a response
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characteristic of the subsequent craze for child authors in the 1920s.% Critics repeatedly praised
the ribald, yet “unconscious” humor of Ashford’s novella and the way in which the
unconventional, poetic language of Whiteley’s diary connoted the author’s Romantic
engagement with nature. In each case readers’ admiration hinged upon their insistence that the
girl’s “childlike” prose was evidence of her remove from the world’s influence, and therefore,
ironically, of her increased ability to comment upon that world. Discussing Ashford’s work
alongside that of famed child artist Pamela Bianco, a writer for Current Opinion proclaimed both
juveniles to be “true” artists, each with “a nature untrammeled by the impedimenta of intellectual
knowledge, uncorrupted by useless, if inevitable, association, unhampered by concepts”
(“Awakening” 189).

The regard this reviewer expressed for the young artists’ lack of hesitation and “direct
expression of the sensibility of the mind” (189), echoed the sentiments expressed by countless
others in response to The Young Visiters and The Story of Opal: the young authors’ innocence—
not their precocity—was what ostensibly equipped them with visionary capabilities. Of the
dozens of laudatory reviews written about each author, nearly all of them construe the child’s
literary ingenuity as a result of her inexpertise, not her talent or skill. In keeping with
mainstream ideals of Romantic innocence, adults repeatedly presented the juvenile author in
terms of what she was not—that is, “unhampered” and “uncorrupted” by stagnant depictions and
worn linguistic conventions. Despite their sense that the girls” work represented a superior form
of art, readers were fascinated by the question of what Daisy and Opal knew—or rather, what

they did not know, signaling a paradoxical investment in the precocious child’s lack of precocity.

%8 See note 45 for figures surrounding these publications. Cathryn Halverson and Carolyn
Steedman both argue that this “craze” was oriented in particular towards girl authors. See
Halverson, “Reading Little Girls’ Texts in the 1920s” and Steedman, The Tidy House, 62-3.
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The irony of this stance is evident upon even a cursory close reading of The Young
Visiters or The Story of Opal, both of which demonstrate their authors’ various forms of
knowledge. The characters of Ashford’s novella are primarily concerned with achieving upward
mobility in Victorian society and their attempts at social climbing underscore the author’s keen
understanding of class snobbery; while Whiteley laces her whimsical nature journal with a
botanical vocabulary and references to obscure French historical dates uncannily erudite for a
child of an Oregonian logging camp. Ostensibly eager to access the real child’s thoughts and
mode of expression, editors and reviewers perpetually strove to reinterpret these very signs of
precocity as indicators that Ashford and Whiteley were un-precocious, in effect erecting a barrier
between the “long-defended gate” of the real child’s imagination and the reader.

Just as reviews of juvenilia construct notions of the child author’s (un)consciousness,
they also construct a reader wise or jaded enough to comprehend juvenilia’s profound or
humorous missteps. In this chapter | argue that such reading practices not only circumscribe the
real child’s capabilities, but also inform the narrative perspective—reliant upon a dual awareness
of the text’s conventional meaning and its young characters’ miscomprehension—in proto-
modernist works by Robert Louis Stevenson and Henry James. In the decades preceding the
publication of Ashford’s and Whiteley’s juvenilia, the advent of developmental psychology (or
Child Study) shifted an enormous amount of attention to the way in which children process and
acquire knowledge. As Holly Blackford argues, as the child’s unfolding consciousness became
an increasingly studied phenomenon, it also became an increasingly co-opted site for

modernism’s “authentic” modes of representation.®® Frustrated with the perceived failure of

% Holly Blackford specifically links modernist transformations of the novel with the rise in Child
Study, arguing that literature’s growing focus on subjectivity corresponded with psychology’s
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realism, at the end of the nineteenth century Stevenson and James merged the child’s “faulty”
perception with her mature counterpart’s, thereby drawing attention to literature’s forms rather
than seeking to conceal them. While these authors denied the innocence of form—that is, the
idea that conventions might be used unquestioningly to represent reality—the position in which
these texts place the reader sometimes causes the dilution of these works’ dialectic between
knowledge and naiveté to a simple indicator of the real child’s innocence, thereby ironically
promulgating a pure correspondence between sign and signified, the real and its representation.
Because of the highly constructed nature of most interpretations of child consciousness,
while critics have well established the centrality of the child’s perspective to adult modernist
experimentation, few discuss the real child’s role in this literary movement. Juliet Dusinberre
partially redresses this oversight by questioning the presumed divide between children’s
literature and adult literature in this era, arguing that Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland (1865) valorized children’s play and thereby provided a liberatory model of
creativity for authors such as Stevenson and, later, Virginia Woolf. Dusinberre specifies that
“Alice in Wonderland not only set children free from having to be serious about what they read;
it also questioned the need for the writer to be quite so serious about what she wrote [...]” (66).
She aptly notes the way in which a narrative “oscillation between adult and child consciousness”
was representative of the “transitional movement between the writer as authority figure and the

repudiation of that authority” (109).”

scrutiny of mental cognition. See Blackford, “Apertures in the House of Fiction: Novel Methods
and Child Study, 1887-1910.”

"0 Blackford also claims that Through the Looking-Glass established the “oft-used metaphor of
an inaccessible house to describe the inscrutable nature of child perception,” a metaphor that
helped define the perceived divide between child and adult consciousness (373).
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Like the writers she cites, however, Dusinberre unguestioningly accepts that real
children’s play and creativity are authentically represented and thereby freed by adult-authored
literature. In practice, the vacillation between the “free” child’s voice and the fact-driven adult’s
frequently forces the child into the role of innocent instead of recognizing the movement
between ignorance and understanding evidenced, for example, in children’s own writing.
Ostensibly the publication of juvenilia created a space for the real child’s voice in the public
domain. After all, the very publication of juvenilia suggests the public’s appreciation for the
precocious: on some level—conventional or otherwise—young authors such as Ashford or
Whiteley demonstrated an unusual ability to write for their age. However, while the modernist
adult author’s repudiation of authority gained him credit for a more truthful depiction of reality,
critics in this era predicated the child writer’s authenticity upon her unconscious
misinterpretation of either literary device or worldly matters.”

Indeed, when adults perceived juvenile authors as expertly wielding conventionalities or
understanding their impolitic social commentary, their enthusiasm for these texts largely
subsided. Daisy Ashford’s use of such suggestive terms as “not quite the right side of the
blanket” (YV 46), for instance, convinced some that the author’s knowledge was “too nastily
precocious for any child” (Saturday Review 250), and that her novella, therefore, was of little
merit. Similarly, when new information concerning the discovery of Opal’s diary lessened the
probability of its being a six-year-old’s work, the “genius” of her prose degenerated into
“calculatedly naive” statements (J.W.N.S. 372). For many of those readers for whom Daisy

Ashford and Opal Whiteley failed to uphold the innocent end of the innocence-knowledge

™ As | discuss in Chapter Five, critics responded favorably to successful conventions in juvenile-
authored children’s literature as long as the content of these works corroborated idealized notions
of childhood innocence.
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spectrum, the authors’ juvenilia constituted a betrayal of childhood, prompting outraged letters,
harsh exposés, and—in the more extreme case of Whiteley’s diary—the halted publication of a
once lauded book.

Just as readers deemed Ashford and Whiteley’s knowledge either closely circumscribed
or shocking in its extent, Stevenson and James’s work oscillates between a highly constructed
representation of childhood purity (or ignorance) and a fluid boundary between innocence and
comprehension. While neither author glorified real children’s writing—and James, indeed,
vocally sought to distance “high” literature from “childish” productions—their depictions of the
child’s voice or perspective credited the child with at least partial knowledge of the matters in
which she was implicated. Famously declaring that “fiction is to the grown man what play is to
the child” (“Gossip” 268), and depicting youthful methods of imagining as a model for the
abstractions necessary in successful literary representation, Stevenson’s work might seem to rely
upon a notion of the child as innocent. However, his essays on realism and the child’s
imagination, along with his adoption of a childlike perspective in A Child’s Garden of Verses
(1885), also invite readers to participate in the same meta-engagement with children’s modes of
comprehension inherent to the consumption of juvenilia. Although James’s critical essays
express a disdain for the immature reader’s scope of knowledge, he also promotes the innocent’s
vantage point as a highly productive resource when filtered by an adult perspective. In What
Maisie Knew (1897) James encourages the reader to juxtapose the presumable innocence of the
title character with the corruption surrounding her. At the same time, his text perpetually
frustrates a simple equation of Maisie with purity, engaging the reader instead in a perpetual

guessing game as to the scope of the girl’s knowledge.
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The public’s response to juvenilia in the 1920s highlights the confused line between real
children and the practice of constructing the real child inherent in the reading of a youthful
perspective—be it that of the child author or the appropriative adult. Although reviewers
frequently cited the child author’s innocence to establish juvenilia’s authenticity, the innovations
of these texts depended upon the same sexy proximity of the p