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pany behind.’ (157) And these words pronounced by the old star Ramandu bring
to the foreground that old prophecy about Reepicheep who doubts nota moment
to volunteer for the task: “While [ can, 1sail cast in the Dawn Treader, When she
fails me, 1 paddle east in my coracle. When she sinks, I shall swim east with my four

paws. And when [ can swim no longer, it 1 have not reached Aslan’s country, |
['shall sink with my nose to the sunrise,”s (102)
And now it is the time for the parting of ways for the fellowship of the Dawn

Treader. €

“aspian and most of the crew accompany Reepicheep and the children as
far as the Silver Sea, but once there the king 1s remmded of his duties: his quests and
adventures have led hum mrto the realm of the unknown but he returns home for rest
and peace, courtesy and council, the sports, the dances, and the songs. He 1s bound

under oath to Ramandu’s daughter, his betrothed, and also to hus people, whom he

promises that he will return to his native land ina year and a day. Itis Ins Chief

%

Mouse who wakes him up with his words: “You are the King of Narnia. You break
taith with all vour subjects, and especially with Trumpkin, it vou do not return, You
shall not please voursell” with adventures as 1 vou were a private person.” (182)

As for the Mouse, he vanishes after rushing up the side ol a wave, a wave not
made of lilies, as the rest of the Silver Sea, but green and smooth.™ (185) And the
children putan end to thewr adventure by sharng a very special meal with a lamb,
an albatross before them, and always a lion, the Lion, ‘towering above them and

scattermg hight from his mane’ (187) the ulumate, yet unknown unul this very

momentous scene, goal of their quest. This fleeting and piercing ghmpse of the
longed-for joy all those sea vovagers sought precedes the ittle adventurers’ return
to the primary world of 1942 England and ¢loses the Narnian adventures to some
ol them for many vears to come.'s (188)

To conclude, we may recall Manlove’s observation that all of the Narnian books
express a wish to re-enter childhood and a vearning for a simpler, more pastoral

realm. ' Children and childlike ¢haracters alike have tried to build mulople bridees
between islands and peoples, between different levels of existence, even between

thetr inner feelings, sometimes with the help of Aslan, the Great Bridge Builder,
In this respect, the adventure 1s a success, Departing from our reality, they have
travelled the imaginative realm to achieve a briel, delightful ghimpse of the Real

World. I'ree at last, healed and recovered from worldly discases, united in Aslan’s

S

: . ) ) . ) P!
big enterprise, they all become the true makers of thewr achievements, with the
simplicity of a child, bridging gaps, waters abating.

13 Reepicheep’s knightly spirit has been a constant feature in the hook, Fis romantic predisposi-
tion1s shown many rimes, for example, when plaving chess with Lucy: “the Mouse did something
quite ridiculous ke sendimg a knight mto the danger of a gueen and castle combined. This hap-
pened because he had momentarily Torgotren it w

same of chess and was thinking of a veal bat-
sinly have done in s place. For his mind was (ull
55) 14 T'hedastsighting of Reepicheep
recalls Arthur’s passage to Avalon, and also some ol the final scenes from Tolkien’s masterpicee,
also C.S. Lewis, The last banle (Fondon: Collins rggo). 16 Colin Manlove, The chromicles
of Narnia: the patternmg of o fantostic world (New York: Prentice Flall 1963), p. 3.

tle and making the knight do what he would cer

of forlorn hopes, death-or=glory charges and last stands.”

(W)Rites of passage in Siobhan Parkinson’s novel four

Kids, Three Cats, Two Cows and One Witch (Maybe)

PATRICIA KENNON

A central theme in Siobhian Parkinson’s children’s novels 1s the necessary but oiltc:n
ace 1o her novel, Four

difficult transiton from ch
Kids, Three Cats, Two Cows and One Witch (Maybe), or 4321, Parkinson explhieit-
Iy discusses the importance of rites of passage that symbolically mark chil(h.'en’s
transition to their adult community. Parkinson notes that regardless o { what form
these ceremonies might take in a particular culture, whether a test or the official
grant of ‘adult’ knowledge such as the ‘secret stories’ of their tribe, nevcrthc!css
‘every child has to make the journey from childhood to young adulthood for him-

i a coastal

<elf or herself! In this adventure story, three children on holidays
{'0\-\-'1.1, Gerard, age 11, 1 Flizabeth age 12, the 13-vear-old Beverley, togeth-
er with a local téenager, Kevin, embark on a day-long expedition to a mysterious
nearby island. The children’s journey of exploration or ‘pilgrimage’ to the island,
as Elizabeth calls it (100), is also an allegorical journey of personal exploration that
results in a profound reassessment of their understandings of themselves, the other
children and the world around them. This novel is a sophisticated but accessible
metaliction that deliberately draws attention to the self-conscious nature of the
construction of individual identity and to the similar practices imvolved in the cre=
ation and shaping of narrative.

Metafiction is a term given to ‘fictional writing which self-consciously and sys-
rematically draws attenton to 1ts status as an artefact in order to pose qucsl:]_(_.an
about the relationship between fiction and reality’.* In showing how literary f:u:tlon
creates its imaginary worlds, metafiction helps us to understand how the reality we
live daily is similarly constructed, similarly ‘written’. Parkinson’s novel may be
: as a work of metafiction in its exploration of children’s potential as

characterized hildr !

storveellers. listeners and as active agents in the process of forming and sharing

narrative, T _
Intertextuality. a term first introduced by French semiotician Julia Kristeva, 18

a related characteristic of metafiction. Kristeva declaved that “all signify

are constituted by the manner in which they transform carlier signifying sys

Is. three cals, e coms wd one wich (maybe) (Dublin: O'Brien Press
2 Parricia Waugh, Metaficrion (London: Methuen

¢ Siobhan Parkinson, Four
1907), pe 0. Hlerealter referved 1o as 4321,

1984, e 2.
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widely agreed that such traditional tales have much to offer ¢hild readers n help-

ing them to work out their inner strugeles and an weties as they attempt to evolve

v at a more empowered level.!

from untested selfhood to participation in s0¢
Many eriiies have a ttributed the ongoing appeal of fairytales to the powerful
dramatization of psychological landscape that this genre provides, for example,
cal importance of fairy

Bruno Bettelheim has influentially argued the psycholog
tales as a kind of therapy that enables the child reader to deal with the various
problems associated with orowing up and the development of responsibility and
self-worth. According to Bettelheim, fairy tales are about journevs ol self-discov-
ery, and mvolve the recognition and confrontation of internal anxieties and desires.
Bertelheim declares that ‘in a fairy tale, internal processes are externalized and

sented by the figures of the story and its events.?

become comprehensible as repr
Although Bettelheim’s approach has been valuable in its exploration of what he
calls the uses of enchantment’, his Freudian interpretations of the tales have been

criticized as reductionist, didactic and dogmatic by many critics. For example, Jack

Zipes has attacked Bettelheim’s assumption that fairy tales carry a kind of ‘uni-
versal human truth’, as it they had been formed long ago asan expression of a col-
lective human voice, giving shape 10 unconscious desires shared by all humans.
1
|

edges the existence of numerous versions of a particu-

While Bettelheim acknow
1< o consider the extent to which a particular ver-

lar tale, according to Zipes he

sion has been adapted to reflect its tefler’s culture and personal idiosyneracies.
I

1o all children, fem-

Although Bettelheim believes that fary
wear criticize Bettelheim's Freadian readings of fairy

inist critics such as Maria 'l
tales for their patriarchal denigration of the feminine.* The folldorist Alan
Dundes has also demonstrated that Bettelheim may have plagiarized work from an

carlier scholar writng in Germai.'?

i
Furthermore, Bertelheim’s theoretical analysis (" the appeal

L and attraction of
fairy tales for children onitred an important dimension to this experience of sto-
ries, that of children’s potential to be the tellers of fairy tales and not just subnns-

sive listeners to the voice of authoritative adult storvtellers, A metafictive auth

11 For studies on the psychological value and appeal of stories for young readers, see Robert A
Segal, Psychalogy and niyth (New York: Garland 19g6); Betsy Hearne, Beauty and the beast: wjsions
and revisions of an old tale (Chicago: U. Chicago P. 1980): Jane Yolen, Touch magic: fantasy, [aerie
and follelore ine the literuiure of ehildhood 1 sitle Rock, USA: August House 2000); Phil Cousineau
srephen Larsen, Once aud future npths: the power of ancicnl sI0TES i o1t frvas (1 VAR
] ceploration

and |
Conart 2001); Nicholas Tacleer. The child and the book: @ psyvehological and literar
(Cambridge: CUP 1990). 12 Bruno Bettelheim, The uses of enchantment: the meaning and inipor-
tance of fairy tales (London: Penguin 1991), p. 25. 1 3 Jack Zipes, Breaking the magic spell: vadical
theories of foll and fairy tales (Austin, Tx: U. Texas P, 1979). 14 For example see Maria Tatar’s
Off with their heads! Fairytales and the culture of ‘hildhood (Princeton: PUP, 1992) and Marcia K.
Lieherman, ““Some day my prince will come”: female acculturation through the fairy tale’, Do’
fariii. s tates in North Ameriea and I

bet 0i the prinee: conlanio oy femdnisi fair)
(New York: Methuen 1980), pp

mentand misuses of scholarship’, Jourmal of American Folklore 104, (1001 ), F4=3.
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e neglected per-

use

Jf a new and unexpected vantage-point, in particular, from d
N, can provide new ingight on familiar

spective of storytellers who are also chilc
archetypal materials and story patterns.
The characters in Parkinson’s novel 4321 both sell-consciously and uncon-
sciously draw on and are influenced by the conventions of fairy tales when they tell
their respective tales. For example, all of the children begin their stories with a for-
[stock fary tale

mulaic fairy-tale mantra, ‘once upon a time’, or ‘once there was a
character]’, and their four tales all involve fairytale mortifs such as enchanted ani-
mals, princes wooing princesses, metamorphoses ete. Also the other children, as
the audience listening to the tale, are alternately satisfied with or critical of the plots
and endings of the various tales, depending on whether the tale is consistent with
or subverts their expectations of how fairy tales should operate. The children’s

articulate and analytical response to the ‘rules’ which should govern fairy tales co-

exists with their simultaneous enjoyment of the stories. This could be due to their
age, as they are all on the cusp of or at the beginnings of adolescence. Some critics
have suggested that children respond more powerfully to different kinds of stories
at different ages, and that younger children have the most affinity to fairy tales.'®
However, this does not lessen the imaginative pull that fairy tales seem to have had
on both children and adults. The familiar and repetitive story patterns and motifs
of fairy tales do not cause modern readers to lose interest; moreover, they seen o
with deep

serve as reliable and reassuring symbohic an chors which can resonate

oical meanmng,

emotional and psychol
sy because he does not feel

[n 4327, Kevin is initially hesitant about relating a st

Beverley encourages him not to be intinidat-

talented enough to do so. However,
ed and instead to take this ‘story-telling voice’ (S1) one step ata Hme, S1¢
Jv advising him o start with the well-known and ritualistic beginning to a [airy tale,
hengion and soon

ifcant-

‘once upon a time’. (32) Kevin quickly overcomes his ap
impresses Beverley with his compelling story of a family of mermaids whose
father leaves one dav to live another life with a different family on the land. This
aie reality of Kevin's lamily history wherein

story is a symbolic version o [ the pro
his father left his wile and children o go To live a separate life with another family
in England. In incorporating the conventions of fairytales and assuming the role
inatively to articulate and symboli-

of narrator of the story, Kevin is enabled im
oy the telling of his tale, and he grad-

cally to confront his internal anxictes thro
ually becomes more reconciled to seeing his father in a more svmpathetic and less
judgmental light. Kevin's qualities of understanding and empathy are demon-

strated when he tactfully helps Beverley who suffers an embarrassing spell of ver-

Urbana, 1. National
spment o children’s

s af ineresi

16 For example, see ¥ Andre ]
Council of Teachers of 12
affinities with different kinds of genres of
liking for fairy tales between the ages of 6and 8§ years because the reasoning and belief system of
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tigo when climbing down to the beach, and also when Kevin overcomes his fear of
thunder in order to help Gerard find his cat lost during the climactic storm later in
the novel.

Flizabeth’s tale about four siblings (two bovs and two girls) magically trans-
formed into animals similarly draws together fairy-tale motifs such as a wolf ina
nightshirt from ‘Little Red Riding Hood’. The cottage made of sweets from
‘Hansel and Gretel’ also emphasizes the value of empathy, support and friendship
among children. Elizabeth’s tale may also be regarded as a retelling of the Grimm
brothers’ tale ‘Brother and sister’ and shares much common ground with its fairy
tale source, but also deviates from this tale in intriguing ways. The respective sets
of siblings in the two tales wander in a wood, are tempted by alluring streams or
the analogous enchanted ‘wishberries’ (44) of Elizabeth’s tale and character who
succumb to this temptation are changed into animals. Bettlelheim interprets the
sister in the Grimms’ tale as an embodiment of the superego that warns the broth-
er (representing the id) not to ‘be carried away by his wish for immediate gratifi-
cation’, and declares that this tale presents the inevitable conflict between the
‘animalistic tendencies of man’ and our better, higher nature.

Inherent to Bettelheim’s psvchoanalytic reading of this story is his acceptance
of the unavoidable antagonism between the violence of the id and the self-control
of the superego.'” However, Elizabeth’s retelling of this tale involves a far more tol-
erant, harmonious and less divisive understanding of the siblings’ urges and dri-
ves. In her version the children are not turned back into humans, despite Gerard’s
expectation that this is the traditional path the story would follow. The siblings in
her tale have been changed into the animal most like their personality and far from
being disturbed or barbarized by their conversion into beasts, they hardly seem
aware or affected at all by their transformation. The four siblings are cach explic-
itly connected to one of the four characters in the novel, with Kevin symbolized

by an elegant heron, Gerard as a lovable hamster and Beverley as an industrious

pig. Elizabeth herself has become a glamorous and delicate fawn, which, signifi-
cantly, is the same animal that the reckless brother in the Grimms’ tale was trans-
formed into, due to what Bettelheim perceives as his self-destructive lack of
control. In Elizabeth’s version of the story, however, the complex relationship
between the primitive and the civilized in human nature is not seen as an aggres-
sive struggle for dominance in the confrontation between superego and its antithe>
sis, and is instead a more balanced and peaceful meeting. Far from Bettelheim’s
emphasis on the punitive dimension to the development of self-control and matu-
rity, Parkinson’s novel reassures the child reader that rites of passage do not always
have to be dominated by the harshness, pain and repression that characterize
Bettelheim’s understanding of the transition from child to adult.

Throughout her novel, Parkinson sensitively addresses the children’s respons-
es towards the alluring and simultaneously threatening nature of anything that is

17 Beteclheim, The uses of enchantment, p. 8o.
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regarded as difterent or Other and therefore suspect. The island itself which is the
arena of the children’s pilgrimage contains appealing but also menacing aspects
which the children must confront in order to transcend their fears and thus fully
understand and strengthen their own relationships with their selves and cach other.
Parkinson’s island location, whose power is derived from its difference from nor-
mal, evervday reality, is informed by this motif’s long literary history as a complex
symbol, representing both a place of refuge from the noisy demands of civilization,
and also a place of isolation, wilderness and loneliness.

Interestingly, it is the voungest character, Gerard, who seems to be least resis-
tant to or apprehensive about the island’s unsettling vet compelling atmosphere.
Gerard attributes the children’s uncharacteristic telling of tales to the creative
influence of this different place which ‘makes people tell stories. It must be a story
island.” (189) Indeed, the children at times are so aftected by the apparent power
of their storytelling that they are half-afraid that the events in their respective tales
may actually come to life and recur in reality. For example, Elizabeth is struck by
the uncanny coincidence of harting her leg in real life just after she had told her
story, in which her counterpart character, the fawn, also wounded its leg. Worrying
about the possibility that her story is ‘sort of coming true’ (93), she develops a ‘the-
ory that you might get stuck inside a story, and if people died in the story, then you
might never come out of it again’. (108—g). All the children are confused as to
where these unexpected and compelling tales come from, and they suspect that the
sole inhabitant of this ‘enchanted’ 1sland may be responsible, and that Dymphna
is an ‘enchantress. She enchants people to make them tell stories.” (148)

The children, who have heard the eccentric Dymphna’s local reputation as a
witch, attribute mysterious and magical powers to her. The recurrent motif of the
wicked witch in fairvtales reflects a powertul cultural suspicion of independent
women who seem to have access to knowledge that is not regulated by patriarchal
society. Witches in fairy tales are traditionally regarded as irrational, dangerous,
sexually aggressive and strongly linked to nature. These associations are consistent
with the various strange events that seem to occur around or through the agency
of Dymphna. The storm that rages around her cottage at the chmax of the novel
seems to have been conjured up by Dymphna, as if her previous ‘wild dance’
around the kitchen ‘had been a wind-dance, calling up the wind from the corners
of the earth’. (153) Dymphna herself alludes to the fairy-tale atmosphere that sur-
rounds her when she first greets the children who have intruded into her cottage,
asking in a deliberately ‘squeaky baby-bear voice’: ‘Who's been sitting in my chair?’
(128) The irony of this reference to the tale of ‘Goldilocks and the three bears’ is
further undertined when Kevin proceeds to break one of her spindly chairs. Her
cottage in the woods, befitting a witch, is also surrounded by flowers that shine in
the dark ‘like Hansel and Gretel’s pebbles gleaming in the moonlight’. (184-3)

Interestingly, Dymphna shares the children’s enjoyment of fairy tales and she
also draws on the tradition of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales when she
delivers her story of the trials of a duckling that is ‘unducklike’. (178) However, in
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Dymphna’s version, the duckling is not happily revealed to have been a swan in
disguise, but instead chooses a life away from duck society, where she can live as
she chooses without fear of censure. Dymphna’s tale of the duckling’s yearning for
peace and autonomy symbolically reflects her own choice to live alone on the island
away from the noise and prejudices of ‘civilization’. Her casual comment to the
children that ‘every time you tell a story, you're telling people something about
yourself. Didn’t you know that?’(181) strikes to the heart of the power of stories
and their complex relation to the articulation of identity.

Both the island and its ‘witch’ inhabitant are embedded in a history of folklore,
mystery, gossip and superstition. The island’s name, ‘Lady Island’, associates it
with the Virgin Mary and the structured world of Christianity: pilgrims used to
come to the island’s ‘holy well’ for healing. (145) However, it also may suggest a
more generalized association with the primeval territory of the feminine as tradi-
tionally aligned with the unconscious, the mysterious, and the Other. Significantly,
this source of creative though mysterious energy located in the island empowers
both the male and female characters to narrate their own experiences through the
imaginative process of storytelling. Parkinson’s emphasis on the importance of an
inclusive, gender-balanced and co-operative community of storytellers and listen-
ers as necessary for the development of all her child characters, instead of
focussing on the traditional depiction of the growth of merely one protagonist,
draws on recent feminist reassessments of the historically denigrated status of
female storytellers. Roberta Seelinger’s study of child-characters’ development of
voice and agency in a range of contemporary children’s fiction, for example, leads
her to conclude that ‘a feminist children’s novel [is one] in which the main char-
acter is empowered regardless of gender.’'®

Much critical study has been devoted to reactionary cultural attitudes that

inform both the often negative portrayal of female characters in such literary tra-,

ditions as myths and fairytales and of female authors and storytellers. While Joseph
Campbell in his influential book The Hero with a Thousand Faces seemed con-
cerned only with charting the archetypal journey of the male hero, for example,
feminist critics self-consciously reflect on narration as a form of identity forma-
tion, and have striven to expose the inherent reactionary nature of traditional hero
stories that neglect, ignore and even deplore the potential of women also to be
capable of heroic and notable qualities."

In Decontructing the Hero: Literary Theory and Children’s Literature, Margery
Hourihan observes that the storytelling pattern of the heroic quest, so influential
in patriarchal western societies, relies on a dualistic approach to experience that is

18 Roberta Seelinger, Waking Sleeping Beauty: Jeminist voices in children’s novels (fowa Gity: Ul
Iowa P. 1997) p. 4. 19 Joseph Campbell, The hero with a thousand faces (1.ondon: Fontana 1993,
1st publ. 1949). For feminist criticism of the chauvinistic attitudes innate in traditional storics
as myths and fairy tales, sec Marina Warner’s Fram the beast 1o the blonde: on fairy tales and their
tellers (London: Vintage 1995) and Marie-Louise von Franz, Problems of the feminine in fairy tales
(New York: Spring 1972).
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embedded in binary oppositions, where ‘civilized” qualities such as rationality and
objectivity have been historically privileged and associated with the masculine,
while their perceived antitheses, emotion and the arational domain, have been tra-
ditionally seen as inferior and thus associated with the feminine. Hourihan argues
that the different but equally worthy experiences of the female hero have the
capacity to subvert these traditional and limiting dualisms and instead promote a
more inclusive and less prejudiced approach to gender roles.*®

In 432r Parkinson seeks to dismantle and subvert expectations and assumptions
about the traditionally ‘natural’ masculine character of heroism. Like Parkinson’s
novel, Ursula Le Guin’s Earthsea trilogy incorporates many archetypal patterns
such as the threatening yet alluring nature of the Other, the heroic voyage of
exploration and the motif of the island. Both authors also emphasise the power of
language as a means of creative empowerment and self-knowledge, and both pro-
pose a harmonious equilibrium between the conflicting pulls of rational, civilized
self and irrational, mysterious other, rather than the traditional dualistic tension
between these two forces. Yet L.e Guin had to reassess her choice of the conven-
tional male hero story that underpinned the structure of her trilogy, and felt com-
pelled later to write a fourth novel, Tehanu, which explored the possibilities of
female heroism, in order to counter and redress the gender imbalance in the imag-
inary world she created.

In contrast to Le Guin’s adherence to conservative storytelling patterns in the
Earthsea trilogy, Parkinson does not confine the scope of her narrative to the lim-
ited and traditional perspective of a single male heroic protagonist. Instead the
reader is presented with a wide range of points of view, as all the characters in the
novel, both male and female, get to tell their own stories. Beverley especially sces
herself as at the centre of a ‘hero story” and as leader of the expedition into the
island, thus assuming a dynamic authoritative role that is usually associated in
adventure stories with young male protagonists. Similarly, her thinly-veiled coun-
terpart in her tale does not display the expected passivity of the traditional princess
in distress who waits to be rescued by a suitably heroic prince, but instead is a
resourceful and confident protagonist who uses her powers of invention and clear
thinking to solve her own problems. Interestingly, it is the two girls who decide
upon and organize this endeavour, while the two boys are initially not enthusiastic
or even interested in exploring the island. At first Kevin and Gerard are almost
peripheral to this adventure, or are unwanted by the girls. Beverley sanctions
Gerard’s participation in the expedition because she agrees with Elizabeth that:
‘we’d better have a boy, even if he’s only a little squirt, for doing the dirty work,
you know.” (15) However, this prejudice against the boys is gradually eroded by the
children’s experiences, with both the boys and girls coming to work together as
equals enriched by their growing co-operation and friendship. In the last chapter

20 Margery Hourihan, Deconstructing the hero: literary theory and children’s literature (New York:
Routledge 1997).
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of the novel, the previous!y dismissive Elizabeth praises Gerard’s intelligence and
Beverley even hugs him goodbye, while Beverley especially has markedly overcome
her initial snobbish dislike of and discomfort with Kevin. By the close of the novel
they are presented as friends who have cach seen each other’s weaknesses and yet
still respect the other’s possession of ‘heroic’ qualities. ‘Pilgrim children’ (118), the
s and flaws during thewr adventure on

boys and girls have all had to face their f

the mvsterious island, and have been enriched and strengthened by their experi-

ences,
izabeth’s wounded ankle brought about by using

e* of the cure of E

The ‘mivac)
the water from the reputedly holy well beside Dymphna's cottage is not the only
example of their physical regeneration but also their psychological revitalization
and empowerment. During the four children’s discussion of their epiphanies on
the island after their return to Tranarone, Gerard reminds the others that he has
not had a single attack of his chronic asthma ‘in three weeks, since the day on the
istand, in fact’. (187) Therefore a child reader is likely to conclude that creative
processes such as storytelling can be a source of strength, self-knowledge and a
powerful opportunity for self-expression. At the end of the novel the pragmatic
Beverley also knows ‘that three weeks ago she could never have had such a pecu-
(102}

liar conversation but that was before. .. before evervihing, well, ju ;
This use of the highly charged number three is appropriate in light o [ the arche-
typal forces at work during their literal and symbolic journey. Through their

enlightening encounters with Dymphna, the island and each other, Kevin,

Beverley, Gerard and Elizabeth have all successfully passed through their rites of
passage and are ready to enter the uncharted territory of voung adulthood and
bevond.
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