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Death and Children’s Literature (1956 – 2001)

We are going to die.  It is an inescapable fact, an essential element of the human experience.  We even define humanity by death when we call ourselves mortal.  Authors of children’s literature during the second half of the twentieth century began to experiment with literary depictions of death in response to cultural confusion about its experience and meaning.  There was a new freedom during this time to explore the relationship of the material aspect of dying, its spiritual significance, and the process of grieving in both imaginative and real-life fiction.  Outstanding writers crafted the framework and symbolism of their stories about death to reflect their perspectives on all reality.  
While it is difficult to generalize about unique and creative books, there seem to be a few evident trends during this period.  Books in which the entire story was focused on death became acceptable.  Older stories more often related the death of characters, and even what happened to their souls, because it was relevant to the greater plot of the story.  In these new books about death, the burden of understanding and properly orienting the self to death is placed on the individual child. Regardless of the religious classification of the book, the protagonist achieves self-defined spiritual experiences, rather than relying on religious, public, or ceremonial traditions.  The question of meaning for death is moved from the realm of community to the inner life of the individual, and the children explore ways to create their own ceremonial response to death to fill the void left by culture and religion.  Materialism is also an important influence on literature of this time.  It is often expressed by intense depictions of the physical process of dying, in which death seems to be an exclusively physical experience.  There are, of course, exceptions to this generalization.                                                                                                      

Children’s Literature and Culture
Children’s literature plays a significant role in shaping the moral imagination and enculturation of children, and as a result it is worth considering the way in which stories portray death and eternal life.  Ideas have consequences, but they also have antecedents.  Stories shape a child’s idea of the world long before he is ready to sit down and philosophize about his beliefs.   According to Alan Jacobs, who has written about the imaginative literature of C. S. Lewis, the best stories do not present children with lessons to be learned or proscribe appropriate emotions, but instead create symbols that elicit an imaginative response from the reader.
  This is an essential distinction.  Literature does not go about teaching children what to believe, but presenting them with an image of the true, good and beautiful.  As theologian Paul Ricoeur says, “The symbol gives rise to thought.”
  It is the reader’s role and natural inclination to respond to the images he finds and consider their meaning.  Jacobs asserts that Lewis perceived Aslan as a symbol of this kind.
  He did not derive Aslan from a set of Christian doctrines, but was given an image first that evoked a response in him.  Stories and myths that rely on symbol in this way are powerful because they integrate our ideas and emotional resonance.  In the context of cultural doubt about the ability to know reality, however, some stories reject this model.    
Stories help to make us fully human, to understand and participate in our society.  Although our culture is not generally intentional about forming the mind to understand reality through story, it is natural for people to see the world as a story.  Children’s stories function for us like cultural myths – they are widely read, and in a sense “believed,” although fictional.  We believe the ideas, we believe that we are the heroes, and we believe that the story world is our world.  Stories like these prepare generations of children to accept certain views of the world, man, and God.  They are also widely available.  Critically acclaimed children’s literature enjoys a wide readership, and children’s stories approved by the education authorities are purchased for schools and libraries throughout the United States.  Stories read by children have been immersed in the cultural consciousness to a degree that authors of adult literature have not.  This is not a reflection on their qualifications to hold such a powerful position.  Some of the children’s stories in our cultural heritage are profound in handling human mortality and immortality, while others are disturbing in their portrayal of pointless suffering.  

With this understanding of story, it is possible to judge children’s books from both a moral and a literary standpoint.  Death is a topic which an author cannot address without baring a good amount of ideological skin.  Is death the separation of body and soul, or the dissolution of a complex biological machine?  Is it a natural and good part of the earth’s continuous renewal, or meaningless suffering?  Could death be the chosen road for patient redemption?  An author may not intend to answer these questions, but answers have a way of nesting in the basic structures of a story.  The most effective stories portray death in a way consistent with the author’s worldview.  In such an ideological subject, it is unfair to merely classify books by whether or not I agree with them.  The portrayal of death in a story communicates as much to the reader as the author’s blunt articulation of his views about it in so many words.  We should be asking not only what authors are telling, but also how they are showing death to children.  

For all of these reasons, children’s literature should be considered an important voice in the development of children.  The authors of children’s literature recognize the importance of their genre in influencing the thoughts of young people.  Some of them have expressed a concern about this power and how it is used by writers who disagree with them.  I would like to claim that, given the narrow time range of 1956 – 2001, the authors are familiar with each others works, and are even carrying on a sort of discussion, perhaps a battle, of worldviews.  Some of the intense focus on the subject of death in children’s literature may partially result from the fact that people of different viewpoints consider other authors to be dangerous, and want to reclaim the imaginative world as their ally.  Knowing the power of literature, they are reluctant to watch competing views of the world, man and God go unchallenged in stories.  This is difficult to prove, although it is supported by the direct and open references of literary material that I have found among some of my authors.
  Still, having spent time researching books that are well known and widely read, I conclude that it is reasonable to assume familiarity among these authors.


The time period of 1956 through 2001 is shaped by several important thematic changes in literature.
  The taboos of children’s writing, specifically boundaries on discussion about death, sex, and religion, were tested and ultimately discarded.  It would be too simplistic to view this acceptance of adult themes as a straight linear progression.  The boundaries for each topic have been strained, broken through, and retrenched even within this short time, and these topics are still viewed as essentially adult, which blurs the lines between children’s, young adult and adult literature.   Still, in general the second half of the century has seen an increased place for meaningful discussion of adult themes, and the artistic discussion of death has enjoyed a more prominent place. 
Choosing books for this study was admittedly subjective.  Children’s literature as a genre is less likely to receive serious academic criticism, although the books that I have chosen have been critically acclaimed.  There is a subsection of children’s literature that is not included in this thesis, although its development during this time period is related to many of the same cultural influences that shaped the books chosen.  Didactic narratives about nascent adults who learn and grow through the grieving process are an off-shoot of the problem novel genre.  These books do not even attempt to deal with the question of what death is, or if it has meaning, except in regards to getting rid of our bad feelings about it.  Reality is more than this type of writing can handle.  After eliminating this genre entirely, I have talked to numerous teachers and librarians about the contents of their reading program and libraries and reviewed various lists of canonical children’s books.  Works singled out for awards like the Newberry Medal were given special consideration, since the Newberry books are likely to be found throughout the nation in school libraries.  In the end, my list included 9 books:

The Last Battle (1956), C.S. Lewis

Tuck Everlasting (1975), Natalie Babbitt 
Bridge to Terebithia (1977), Katherine Paterson
A Ring of Endless Light (1980), Madeleine L'engle

Hatchet (1987), Gary Paulsen

Missing May (1992) by Cynthia Rylant 

His Dark Materials (1997 – 2001), by Pullman, a trilogy.
Defining Children’s Literature


I found the Newberry criteria very helpful as I set about defining the limits of my reading, as children’s literature is a rather vague genre.  The Newberry official Terms and Criteria define a contribution to children’s literature as “a book for which children are a potential audience. The book displays respect for children's understandings, abilities, and appreciations.”
  I would narrow this definition further by asserting that not all instances of the written word should be dignified with the title of literature.

Defining children’s literature is made more difficult by confusion about what exactly a child is.  The official Newberry statement goes on to define a child as a person up to the age of fourteen.  They choose to consider literature written for people anywhere within that range.  Serious imaginative literature, however, is not generally targeted for the very young, so this study will not be including books for pre-school children.  It is common for teachers and librarians to match the age of a reader to the age of the book’s protagonist.  So, children’s literature tends to focus on the adventures of a child.   Children’s early exposure to literature varies, but they are sure to encounter fiction when they learn to read.  For this pragmatic reason, the age that students learn to read will function as our lower limit of the children’s literature audience.  

At what point does childhood end?  The age of childhood is generally capped at thirteen or fourteen, as the Newberry criteria indicated.  This age marks the general onset of puberty and entrance into high school.  These were portrayed as a crisis point in human development by the dubious theories of Granville Stanley Hall and the social experimentation of John Dewey.  The books written for children in the time period we consider were most certainly shaped by a cultural context that gives wide social recognition to the end of childhood and innocence at the age of about thirteen.  In general this is supported by puberty, and the transition to high school, and the legal system.
  Also, much of the literature dealing with the adult themes of religion and death are woven into stories about coming-of-age, set at the cusp of high school.  The target audience for children’s literature then is children somewhere between 5 and 14.

Social and Literary Context 
During the twentieth century, the nature of childhood has changed, literature has changed, and the cultural perception of death has changed.  These changes have all affected the literary techniques employed in portraying death and immortality to children.  

Beyond the changing nature of childhood, literature itself was in flux during the twentieth century.  Modern writing experienced a great deal of intentional innovation that reflected the social and philosophical changes in the twentieth century.  In general, children’s writing was slower to embrace the influences of modernity.  Yet it is a tool of propaganda for competing world views.  Three areas that impacted the understanding and representation of death and ultimately influenced children’s literature during this time were an increasingly materialistic view of the world, an increased treatment of religion as a personal experience, and our culture’s strange obsession and yet uneasiness with death.    

The portrayal of death has changed partly because of the modern view that man is a material being only.  Materialism is the view that matter is all that exists.  When applied to man materialism implies that all of a person’s mental qualities have their origin in physical processes, such as neurons firing and food digesting.  The increasingly materialistic view of man was recognized and ridiculed as early as the eighteenth century by such wits as Jonathan Swift, but by the twentieth century it had saturated intellectual thought.  In a materialistic world, death is an exclusively physical process, while the physical aspect of dying used to be an important byproduct of the separation of soul and body.  It follows that man is only matter – a complex creature, which nevertheless can reduced to a series of chemical processes.  Materialism is incompatible with orthodox Christianity, but because it is a prevailing view in our time, even Christians have accepted its implications.

Changes in public religion also influenced our cultural response to death.  Although Christianity was not the only religion, practice and worldview at the beginning of the century, it was a vocal authority on death and the afterlife.  The church taught that death had meaning, and that through trust in Christ men could have eternal life.  In the 18th century, revivalists of the Second Great Awakening stamp emphasized the personal aspect of Christianity.  Often acting independently of a church body themselves, they invited people to a relationship between the individual and God as opposed to a life lived in a community of believers.  This was not a completely unfounded claim, but it was a distortion of the communal nature of Christianity and the primary place of church life for believers.  In a society increasingly unsure about the existence of absolutes, the pietistic personalization of religious practice effectively became the personalization of religious beliefs.  As a result, much of modern society perceives religion of any creed as a personal practice, only useful for gaining a sense of peace or as an emotional crutch for hard times.  For this purpose at least, all religions are equally valid.  The place of religion in giving definitive knowledge and comfort about death and the after-life had been undermined.  
Our culture has several unusual public responses to death that directly affect children.  The saturation of images through television, segregation of the aging, and Goth sub-culture mean that death is present almost everywhere in symbol and concept, but very rarely seen by children in the context of real life.  
News and entertainment media are not hesitant to portray death.  For example, most people have images of the Holocaust seared in their minds, and it would be clichéd to mention how graphic the depictions of violent death are in movies and video games.  Yet the media also strives to portray the human body in a sort of air-brushed immortality that thumbs its nose at the approach of age.  These images desensitize children to the idea of death.  Our media denial of aging is related to the cultural habit of segregating aging people.  Our society’s affluence, the nationwide dispersion of extended family, our dependence on transportation by car, and our general tendency to class people by age have led to care facilities for the elderly.  As a result, the aging live and die apart from the rest of society.  Often the terminally ill are also cared for professionally, whether at home or in hospitals.  Because it is inconvenient for us to personally care for the sick and elderly in our own homes, it is unusual for the young to experience the death of someone who participates in their daily family and social life.  Such a widespread social trend must affect children’s perception of death.  Yet another evidence of our culture’s death dysfunction is the youth sub-culture with music, clothing, and proclivity to black makeup that portray death as its mascot.  All of these exposures to death limit the role of family, religion and ceremony in shaping the moral imagination and orienting a child to the reality of death.  There is a simultaneous saturation of images of death and almost complete isolation from it in daily life, and these social realities affect the way that we think and talk about death.  
Materialism, the personal nature of modern religion, and cultural changes in our public depiction of death have each shaped our culture and our children.  Literature has been both a catalyst for this development and a mirror held up to its reality.  

Questions and Conclusions
In evaluating and comparing these books, I have asked six questions.  What are the main worldview themes guiding the story?  How is the death connected to the rest of the plot?  How is the physical and psychological experience of death portrayed?  How does the death affect others?  How is the question of immortality handled from a literary standpoint?  Is the author ignoring any important element of death?  

To answer these questions I have had to examine these stories on a mechanical level, and this was not how they were intended to be read.  This is rather like displaying a clock that no longer keeps time because zealous surgeons have disemboweled it and strewn its metal innards on the examining table.  These stories are first the cohesive face with which they meet the reader, and only secondly the underlying literary techniques, worldviews and rhetoric that are pulled out.  
The Chronicles of Narnia

C. S. Lewis is a good chronological beginning point for this study, because of his skillful literary approach to the problem of death, his openly Christian worldview, and his wide readership.  Owen Barfield famously remarked about Lewis that “What he thought about everything is present in what he said about anything.”
  This is certainly evident in his stories for children.  
It is undeniable that Lewis is well-known to generations of children and to the authors who write imaginative literature today.  Katherine Paterson, author of Bridge to Terebithia, includes in this book two references to Narnia, the realm of C. S. Lewis’s stories.  She uses the name to evoke a world of imagination, nobility, and spirituality, although her Narnia is clearly only children’s make-believe and not a real world.  Paterson’s reincarnation of Narnia shows an appreciation for the richness of the imaginative world that Lewis crafted.  However, not all of the responses to Lewis are positive.  Phillip Pullman has publicly stated his avid opposition to the blatant Christian message woven by C. S. Lewis throughout The Chronicles of Narnia, and this provided part of his motivation to write the fantasy trilogy His Dark Materials.
  Pullman’s intentional opposition to Lewis’s whole imaginative world is evident in his own literary creation, a world haunted by meaningless evil and navigated successfully only by those who possess the pagan virtues of cunning and strength.   
Lewis employs a clever literary trick to portray the transition from death to eternal life.  The characters and the reader are actually unaware that death has occurred – Jill and Eustace are really dead without realizing it during the entire book!  In order for this to work, the people who die never experience a loss of consciousness.  Jill and Eustace go directly from the train right before an accident to Narnia.  Again, once they have made a last stand at Stable Hill and have been driven into the stable, they find that the ominous stable door leads them through to a refreshing land.  As they go deeper and deeper into this new country, they find that it is a more real Narnia than the Narnia they have left behind, and eventually they reach Aslan’s country.  They do not experience death, but only go on to have life more abundantly.  The emphasis is clearly on the vibrancy and tangible reality of eternal life. 
It may seem that Lewis misrepresents the ugly reality of death in order to maintain his literary game.  This is not the case, since there are clear references to the reality of death although the protagonists do not experience its actual physical pains.  Lewis is not sugar-coating death.  On p. 23 he describes a skirmish that results in one casualty beheaded and the other gored through the heart.  He portrays the felling of Lantern Waste as murder, and the event inspires horror, grief and anger in the king.
  Each of the children, the king and the unicorn are also forced to consider the consequences of death as they prepare for the last battle. 
  Nor does Lewis portray death as unconditionally triumphant.  Some of the casualties of the battle, like the bear, do not achieve a clear understanding and confirmation of their faith until they reach Aslan’s country.  “The Bear lay on the ground, moving feebly.  Then it mumbled in it throaty voice, bewildered to the last, “I-I don’t---understand,” laid its big head down on the grass as quietly as a child going to sleep, and never moved again.”
  The Bear dies in battle without knowing why his stand with Aslan has cost him his life.  Lewis is not gory in his description of the injuries and the last moments of the dying, but the protagonists of The Last Battle experience the fear and horror of death.  The reality of death is not ignored, but instead overwhelmed by the final images of irrepressible beauty, vitality and joy.  
Lewis’ approach to the depiction of death does not allow time for grief, since the children do not realize they are dead in Narnia, and once they learn of their deaths they have arrived in heaven.  The apprehension of death, however, is certainly a theme of the book.  They must find courage to fight the Calormenes with the knowledge that it will result in their death.  During the last battle, Lewis describes how Jill struggles to hold back her emotions when she thinks that Eustace is about to be killed.  “Even then Jill remembered to keep her face turned aside, well away from her bow.  ‘Even if I can’t stop blubbing, I won’t get my string wet,’ she said.”
  There is both an emotion and a restraint of emotion appropriate in this situation.  The idea of a controlled grief is not a motif held in common with the other books.  
Lewis also uses the knowledge of approaching death to bring out the tension between fate and choice, which is an interesting point of comparison between Lewis and Pullman.  The King of Narnia, preparing to die in battle, speaks candidly to his friend.  
“Kiss me, Jewel,” he said.  “For certainly this is our last night on earth.  And if I ever offended against you in any matter great or small, forgive me now.”

“Dear King,” said the Unicorn, “I could almost wish you had, so that I might forgive it.  Farewell.  We have known great joys together.  If Aslan gave me my choice I would choose no other life than the life I have had and no other death that the one we go to.”

Lewis implies that Aslan is guiding their fate, not that there is no choice, but that he willingly chooses the adventure that Aslan brings them.  

The Last Battle also presents the idea that there might be something worse than death.  When the King and Jewel hear the false news that Aslan has commanded the murder of the trees at Lantern Waste, they consider this worse than a death sentence.  
“You will go to your death, then,” said Jewel.  

“Do you think I care if Aslan dooms me to death?” said the King.  “That would be nothing, nothing at all.  Would it not be better to be dead than to have this horrible fear that Aslan has come and is not like the Aslan we have believed in and longed for?  It is as if the sun rose one day and were a black sun.”

“I know,” said Jewel.  “Or as if you drank water and it were dry water.  You are in the right, Sire.  This is the end of all things.  Let us go and give ourselves up.”

Death is paltry thing in comparison with the possibility that Aslan is not himself.  Their life has been shaped by the reality of his nature that the “end of all things” is not death, but losing Aslan and consequently all the order of their world.
There is a telos driving the Chronicles, an idea that the history of Narnia is progressing toward a specific goal.  Narnia shares the telos that governs Christian history, the belief that all worlds but Aslan’s must have an end.  As Farsight explains, “I was with him in his last hour and he gave me this message to your Majesty: to remember that all worlds draw to an end and that noble death is a treasure which no one is too poor to buy.”
  Again, Lewis did not mean to make Narnia a model to scale of Christendom.  As Jacobs put it, “Lewis wrote that kind of story because that is the kind of person he was.”
  His imagination thrived on the imagery of death and resurrection.  It is the difference between instructing and creating.  It was only natural for the telos of Narnia to become a major theme in The Last Battle, the last book of the series.   
Tuck Everlasting (1975), Natalie Babbitt  
The main theme of this book is that death is an ordinary and welcome part of the circle of life.  This is artfully portrayed, not by a death, but through a family that is unable to die.  The horror of a permanent life in this world is a theme as old as the Greek myths, but Babbitt makes it a question not of the perpetual misery of old age but of whether it is possible to even maintain the essentials of humanity without being mortal.  Babbitt skillfully emphasizes the naturalness of death by showing how eternal life removes the Tuck family from participation in human society, growth and change, and even the expression of basic human affections.  Although she is comparatively gentle in her representations of actual death, it is the only book out of the ten that does not make a reference to spirituality or any type of existence beyond the material world.
Winnie is a child who has stumbled across a family who drank from a spring which gave them a lasting earthly life, without aging or the ability to die in any way.  She is forced to choose whether she will embrace a normal human life or drink from the stream and freeze herself in time with them.  From painful experience, Tuck warns her against the wrong idea of lasting life.  Nature itself makes a case against it.     

It’s a wheel, Winnie.  Everything’s a wheel, turning and turning, never stopping.  The frogs is part of it, and the bugs, and the fish, and the wood thrush, too.  And people.  But never the same ones.  Always coming in new, always growing and changing, and always moving on.  That’s the way it’s supposed to be.  That’s the way it is.  (Babbitt, p. 62)

Change is inescapable, and the continual process of birth, growth, and death is seen in every living thing.  This appeal to the material world and the obvious pattern of reality is a strong one, and it is supported by the clear parallels between human life and animal life. What is natural, what is seen in all of nature, must be best.   Accepting the blessing of life within its proper limitations is absolutely necessary to truly living.
“Dying’s part of the wheel, right there next to being born.  You can’t pick out the pieces you like and leave the rest.  Being part of the whole thing, that’s the blessing.”
  

Death is the natural completion of a progression begun at birth, not its interruption.   

When the Tuck family encounters death, their reactions reflect their desperate wish to participate in normal human life.  Tuck longs for death in an unsettling way.  

“But Tuck was not looking at her.  Instead, he was gazing at the body on the ground, leaning forward slightly, his brows drawn down, his mouth a little open.  It was as if he were entranced and –yes, envious –like a starving man looking though a window at a banquet.”
  

Tuck is reminded of the vast separation between himself and society in the presence of normal death.  Even a violent death, here the death of a murdered man, is better than the consequences of everlasting life, which kill what makes man essentially human.  

Winnie chooses a normal life.  In the end, we feel pity for the living Tucks, and they are happy for Winnie that she has chosen to live a full but finite human life.  The Tucks are still trapped in their unmeasured lives, but Winnie’s grave shows the happiness of a woman who gave herself to the human circle of birth and death, the experience of love and loss.  This book, perhaps because it passes over the question of the soul, is extremely effective in portraying and even glorifying the naturalness of death.
Bridge to Terebithia (1977), Katherine Paterson
The main theme of this book is that the world is “huge and terrible and beautiful and very fragile.”
  A young boy named Jess is befriended by the new girl, Leslie.  They create an imaginary world in the wood that must be reached by a rope swing over a stream, but Leslie falls and hits her head.  Jess’s first response to the death of his friend is denial and numbness, followed by rage at Leslie and guilt.  Ultimately he accepts the reality of her death, and remembers her through the things she taught him to love.

Christian principles about death are examined and rejected by the nominal Christians in this book.  Although religion and the tradition of gathering together to grieve are not completely discarded, they are sources of anxiety rather than peace for Jess.  This leads him to conclude that they are unable to provide a substantive answer to his grief.  One conversation between Jess and his father in particular focuses on the after-life.      

Finally his father said, “Hell, ain’t it?”  It was the kind of thing Jess could hear his father saying to another man.  He found it strangely comforting, and it made him bold.


“Do you believe people go to hell, really go to hell, I mean?”


“You ain’t worrying about Leslie Burke?”


It did seem peculiar, but still – “Well, May Bell said….”


“May Belle?  May Belle ain’t God.”


“Yeah, but how do you know what God does?”


“Lord, boy, don’t be a fool.  God ain’t gonna send any little girls to hell.” 

He had never in his life thought of Leslie Burke as a little girl, but still God was sure to.  She wouldn’t have been eleven until November.

Jess’s uncertainty about Leslie is intentional on the part of Paterson, who attributes religious interest to Leslie but not baptism or orthodox doctrine.  Paterson gives no narrative indication that it is possible to know where Leslie is, or even that she still exists as a person.  Although the characters in Paterson’s book exercise their imagination in response to life, she keeps their actual knowledge strictly limited to the material world.  Still, this strong assertion from Jess’s father, based not on argument but on what he believes God to be like, seems to have authority.  Jess experiences comfort from his generic belief in a good God, not in a particular creed or doctrine.  

Jess needs ritual and ceremony to deal with the death, but the viewing is not an acceptable response to this need.  Leslie has been cremated, and so the viewing is just a meaningless, awkward and unwelcome experience of public grieving.  Paterson emphasizes the inability for people to understand and accept each other’s grief even when they are experiencing it together.  The viewing does serve a purpose, because it finally breaks through the numbness that surrounds Jess.  As he is forced to face the reality of Leslie’s death, a flood of emotion is released.  He runs away, completely wild in his emotions, striking his younger siblings, raging with anger at Leslie herself.  His grief is private and uncontrollable.

Jess’s peace comes through a response to Leslie’s death that is ceremonial and yet personal.  He goes to Terebithia, a place that they had shared like a kingdom, and is inspired by the moment to make a wreath for the dead queen.  He places this wreath as an offering the in the Sacred Grove, a place that they had recognized as possessing a holy quality.  

He forced himself deep into the dark center of the grove, and, kneeling, laid the wreath upon the thick carpet of golden needles.  “Father, into Thy hands I commend her spirit.”  He knew Leslie would have liked these words.  They had the ring of the sacred grove in them.


This is clearly a religious moment, although the ceremony is spontaneous and private, the grove is not sacred to any specific deity, and his words and actions are borrowed from sources he does not remember or understand.  There is no promise of connection with divine, but the meaning of this moment is judged by his feeling that it is appropriate.  This ceremony echoes with fading pagan and Christian religious moments, which connect him to tradition of using ceremony to respond to things in life that we do not understand.  The synthesis of ceremonial elements is intentional, as Paterson references Greek mythology and Christianity earlier in the book.


In the end, Jess moves on from Leslie’s death to embrace life again, crowning his sister the next queen of Terebithia.  This step portrays that he has grown from the experience, and that the appreciation for beauty that he shared with Leslie will continue to be a part of him.  Leslie lives on, not in reality, but through his memory in and his Terebithian imagination.
A Ring of Endless Light (1980), Madeleine L'engle
The focus of this book is on coming to terms with the reality of death as something relevant to the life of the individual, as an experience that changes each person’s reality.  Death is not a simple thing, and its meaning is not simple.  It must be understood by people for themselves.  It is complex because life and death are paradoxical and contradictory.
   In response to the emotional and rational problem of death, L’engle crafts a a pseudo-Christian response, a crazy quilt of spiritualism of many colors and shapes uneasily co-existing together.  The story centers around the terminal illness of the protagonist’s grandfather, with sub-plots built around the accidental death of a family friend and the irrational behavior of a suicidal romantic interest.  In terms of countering the strange cultural relationship with death, L’Engle does well to locate the dying grandfather as a member of the protagonist’s daily life.  Yet in terms of finding meaning, belief or ceremony that teaches her characters to respond to death, she still has no source or authority outside of what these individuals find appropriate and helpful.  Although the grandfather relies on spiritual insight, L’Engle emphasizes the inability to know for certain the nature of death. 
L’Engle is a little less skillful in using symbol and relies more on blatant teaching.  She doesn’t quite trust the reader or her own ability to craft meaning in symbol.  
It was obvious he was making the funeral people feel frustrated, rejecting their plastic grass and plastic dirt.  He was emphasizing the fact that Commander Rodney’s death was real, but this reality was less terrible than plastic pretense.

The grandfather is operating with a strange tension between faith and lack of knowledge.  This is evident in L’Engle’s description of how he conducts the funeral of a good friend, speaking the words about death with the knowledge of his own terminal illness.  

Grandfather.

Unless some kind of unforeseen accident happened-as it had happened to Commander Rodney- my grandfather was likely to be the next one.  He had leukemia.

And he was saying all those words as calmly as though he had all the answers about life and death and God and all the cosmic things.  And Grandfather would be the first to say he doesn’t.”

He finds that his faith in the resurrection is firm, and he rejects the sad attempts of people who irrationally hope to create their own eternal life through cryonics.
  He also explains that death is not something that can be understood scientifically, because man cannot be comprehended through science’s intense gaze on material causes.
  Much like Babbitt, L’Engle also portrays the acceptance and knowledge of death as a natural part of appreciating the value of life.
  The grandfather knows, and the granddaughter comes to realize, that the experience of living each moment would not be sweet without the knowledge that it is a temporary pleasure.  Although these thoughts present a plausible and even a well-considered perspective, they are not shown to result from any consistent source other than the grandfather’s own mind, random quotes he has shared, and his experience of living.  He does not presume to say that his conclusions are true for anyone else, but instead shares them with his granddaughter as she walks the same road in a sort of pilgrimage to understanding about death. 
Hatchet (1987), Gary Paulsen
This book is an adventure story, a coming of age story, in which the experience of surviving in the wild helps a boy to survive his parents’ divorce and gain an understanding of life and death.  After a plane crash which kills the pilot, thirteen year old Brian spends fifty-four days alone in the wilderness, learning to survive initially with only the aid of a hatchet.  This book is very materialistic in its response to reality, but surprisingly also acknowledges the human need for a ceremonial response to death.  Paulsen portrays the death of pilot in a materialistic and psychological way.  The whole event is viewed from the perspective of Brian.  He experiences fear of death, a need to help coupled with inability to help, fear of the dead body.  But he primarily reacts with disgust to the detailed description of the physical process of death, decay, and discovering that the pilot’s body has been slowly eaten by fish.  
The physical process of the pilot’s death is intense and consumes the attention of the narrator and audience.  

 “Only white for his eyes and the smell became worse, filled the cockpit, and all of it so fast, so incredibly fast that Brian’s mind could not take it in at first.  Could only see it in stages.  


The pilot had been talking, just a moment ago, complaining of the pain.  He had been talking.


Then the jolts had come.


The jolts that took the pilot back had come, and now Brian sat and there was a strange feeling of silence in the thrumming roar of the engine –a strange feeling of silence and being alone.  Brian was stopped.


He was stopped.  Inside he was stopped.  He could not think past what he saw, what he felt.  All was stopped.  The very core of him, the very center of Brian Robeson was stopped and stricken with a white-flash of horror, a terror so intense that his breathing, his thinking, and nearly his heart had stopped.


Stopped.


Seconds passed, seconds that became all of his life, and he began to know what he was seeing, began to understand what he saw and that was worse, so much worse that he wanted to make his mind freeze again.


He was sitting in a bushplane roaring seven thousand feet above the northern wilderness with a pilot who had suffered a massive heart attack and who was either dead or in something close to a coma.


He was alone.


In the roaring plane with no pilot he was alone.


Alone.

In the panic that follows the pilot’s death, there is no appropriate place for pondering the nature of man and the experience of death.  The extremity of the situation and the graphically violent death of the pilot demand the full attention of the book.  The narrative structure supports the idea that the material experience of death is the whole experience of death.

Like Jess in The Bridge to Terebithia, Brian feels that there is a need for a ceremonial response to the pilot’s death.  However, he is culturally bankrupted of any tradition or faith to guide his response to this reality.  Brian recognizes the moment as a religious moment, or at least a potentially religious moment, but creates a spontaneous liturgy that is adequate because he has given his whole attention to feeling right about the pilot, and not because he has said the “right words, the religious words.”

“He thought of the pilot, still in the plane, and that brought a shiver and massive sadness that seemed to settle on him like a weight and he thought that he should say or do something for the pilot; some words but he didn’t know any of the right words, the religious words.  


So he went down to the side of the water and looked at the plane and focused his mind…focused it on the pilot and thought: Have rest.  Have rest forever.”
  

Brian’s private ceremony or funeral for the pilot gives him peace.  It does not protect him from the harsh realities of the physical decomposition that is unavoidably involved in material existence.  To emphasize this, Paulsen later confronts Brian with a grotesque momento mori in the form the pilot’s consumed corpse.
In the light coming through the side window, the pale green light from the water, he saw the pilot’s head only it wasn’t the pilot’s head any longer.

The fish.  He’d never really thought of it, but the fish –the fish he had been eating all this time had to eat, too.  They had been at the pilot all this time, almost two months, nibbling and chewing and all that remained was the not quite cleaned skull and when he looked up it wobbled loosely.  

Too much.  Too much.  His mind screamed in horror and he slammed back and was sick in the water, sick so that he choked on it and tried to breathe water and could have ended there, ended with the pilot where it almost ended when they first arrived except that his legs jerked.  It was instinctive, fear more than anything else, fear of what he had seen.  But they jerked and pushed and he was headed up when they jerked and he shot to the surface, still inside the birdcage of formers and cables.  

{Paragraphs removed}  

He hung that way for several minutes, choking and heaving and gasping for air, fighting to clear the picture of the pilot from his mind.  It went slowly – he knew it would never completely leave –but he looked to the shore and there were trees and birds, the sun was getting low and golden over his shelter and when he stopped coughing he could hear the gentle sounds of evening the peace sounds, the bird sounds and the breeze in the trees.

The peace finally came to him and he settled his breathing.  He was still a long way from being finished –had a lot of work to do.”
 
Paulsen is not sentimental in his understanding of human existence and the nature of death.  His focus is clearly on the physical experience, which is overwhelming to the extent that it pushes aside any consideration of the actual nature of death.  Left without the guidance of family and society to orient him to the extreme ugliness of death, Brian cannot come to grips with it intellectually but instead responds to it purely emotionally.  He finds peace through the insistence of his own physical needs, which demand his attention and require him to push aside the reality of the fish-eaten pilot.  
Missing May (1992) by Cynthia Rylant 
This book tells of a sort of quest for fulfillment and meaning.  After the death of Summer’s adopted mother, she makes a pilgrimage to contact her spirit.  They look for the guidance of a Christian medium, a lady who, ironically, has passed away.  Without this help, Summer, her adopted father and their tag-along friend must find their own way to acceptance of death and make the conscious choice to embrace life again.  This book reflects the shift of meaning from the public to the private, although it is a communal meaning rather than an individual one.  
The presentation of religious themes through a hack spiritualist who is obviously not removed from the necessity of death by her own spiritual gifts is a literary ridicule of a straightforward trust in spirituality.  At the beginning, Summer questions the possibility of another life because of her experience of this life.  May had told her to hope for a better life if this one was disappointing.  
She’d just remind us that there’s more places to be together than this one.  She’d tell us we don’t have to give up if this life doesn’t give us everything we want.  There’s always another one.  But that’s where May and me always parted company.  Because I never could count on another chance at happiness.  When I got Ob and May after all those year of having nobody, that was my idea of dying and going to heaven. 
 

This perspective is altered to some extent by Ob’s insistence that May is visiting them repeatedly as a ghost or spirit, trying to communicate with them and comfort them.  Summer does not resolve the question of the reality of what is happening.  Instead, she trusts the perceptions, experiences and feelings that are shared with her without changing her mind about the possibility of another world.  She does not find an absolute meaning for May’s death, but she does find particular meaning through a spontaneous ceremony dedicated to honoring May’s joy in life.  She, Ob and Cletus finally accept the reality of May’s death.  
We used May’s tomato stakes and other bits of board we could find and we filled up May’s empty garden with Dreams and Thunderstorms and Fire and that bright white Spirit that was May herself.  Then Cletus went inside the trailer and came out carrying the Reverend Young’s church handout.

We stood there in May’s beloved and practical garden, and Cletus searched the handout for some good words to say to bless the whirligigs that now had a place to spin and fly and live.  

He read: “ ‘What is the true mission of spirit messages?  To bring us consolation in the sorrows of life….’”

Ob and I smiled at each other.  And then a big wind came and set everything free.

The meaning is not so much invested in the actions and the words of this liturgy as it is in the responsion between the symbols that they choose and their own feelings.  
His Dark Materials (1997 – 2001), Pullman
It is important to understand that this entire book is centered by its constant antagonism to Christianity in particular and to the idea of meaning, dependence, and Christian morality in general.  Pullman captures the human lust for pleasure and power and the evil that results from it, yet seeks redemption, if it may be called that, in the acceptance of this nature rather than continual effort to conquer it.  In an interview, Pullman discussed this bias in his work.  

For Pullman, Blake (who also combined art with a literary genius for creating worlds) was "exploring his spirituality without being constrained by a particular creed" And a rejection of formal, organized religion is part of the philosophy of His Dark Materials. Pullman acknowledges, "Some critics feel that the anti-religion stand weakens the books artistically,"

This public acknowledgment of his bias is still somewhat misleading.  Pullman is not actually anti-religion as much as he is anti-Christian.  He does not meddle with the beliefs of Islam, Buddhism, or Goddess worship, but associates the Church in every formal organization, private motivation, and theological permutation with evil.  In the story line, Pullman attacks Christianity philosophically, playing games with basic Christian concepts.  Sin is portrayed as an omniscient Dust, conscious particles that concentrate around adult humans.  This Dust reflects the idea of “knowledge of good and evil”, and the books tell of a second fall into knowledge, creativity, maturity and sexuality.
  In Pullman’s portrayal, it is this Dust that is feared and hated by the church, and against it the church does battle.   In an article by Townsend, Pullman describes his story as a reinterpretation of the fall, “a myth of creation and rebellion, of development and strife,” and a battle with “the old forces of control and ritual and authority.”

Pullman also rejects the Christian idea of a world ordered by God, which has many implications for the characters of his story.  As Wood asserts, “Pullman has substituted a more abstract notion of fate for a personal deity, with the burden of making meaning placed more squarely on human beings.”
  Pullman is asserting that the world is a place defined by impersonal fate, the autonomous individual, and the pagan virtues.  He is categorically opposed to the idea of corporate telos, and instead links fate to individual people and objects like the subtle knife.  This philosophical framework is evident in every aspect of his portrayal of the human experience of death.
In portraying death, Pullman bluntly emphasizes our inability to make sense of it, or to know the value of what we have done.  There is a tension between a powerful but indefinite fate, and the chaos of a multitude of individual wills.  This is best portrayed by the death of Will’s father.  Will and his father meet for the first time in Will’s life, and then in the same moment that they begin to recognize what their relationship is, the father is killed.  The build up to the recognition scene was carefully developed from the first chapter of the book, and yet the recognition is not even mutually acknowledged because of a random act of violence.  There is no necessity in the plot for the death, or its horrible timing – it is fairly clear to an adult reader that Pullman intended the character of the witch lover for the sole purpose of killing off Will’s father, and after he plays her like a trump card, she is forgotten.  This makes it clear that Pullman is striving for an effect, a sense of a world reeling in a spiral of un-patterned causes and consequences that lead in no direction.  Yet, in the next book, those who have died are actually able to participate in the battle to defeat the Authority, God, and protect Will.  The death of Will’s father is then both a product of the choice of one witch, and yet fated to play a crucial part in the order of things. 
Conclusions

The Augustinian view of man is that we are defined, not by what we know, but by what we love.
  This is a standard that can be applied to the symbol and imaginative response seen in stories as well.  Stories can evoke a response in the moral imagination, and invite the reader to share in the author’s perception of the true, good and beautiful.  

This power is present in both imaginative and ‘real-life’ children’s fiction.   Imaginative literature can be pure realism, and fiction that seems to pattern itself on real life can be deceptively unrealistic.  Realism, on the most basic level, is that which accurately reflects Reality.  Phillip Pullman recognizes the potential that imaginative literature holds for making claims about the real world, calling his fantasy “Stark realism.”  In his opinion, “High fantasy [J. R. R. Tolkien] is not about what it’s like to be human.  I wanted to say something about human reality.  But I don’t do realistic fiction well.  I found that I could use the structure of fantasy to say what it’s like to grow up.”
  The fact that his story is set in an imaginary place does not make it less true to his view of reality.

In contrast, authors that construct a cosmos in miniature and represent it as the real world can easily reshape reality into their own image.  All of the ideas we connect with the expression ‘real life’ are too great to be comprehended by any human being, let alone a single story.  Telling stories about reality requires a continual process of accepting and rejecting aspects of what the world is like and methods of describing it.  I am not asserting that we are unable to know and represent truth about the world, but observing that all real life stories interpret and particularize reality, if in a more subtle way than imaginative literature.  Both types of fiction are dependent on the author’s understanding of what is real.
In light of the power of literature to shape what we love, We have a cultural stigma against the subjective and imaginative, and a knee-jerk acceptance of the objective and realistic.  And what could possibly be wrong with realism?  Overall, the late twentieth century realism in children’s stories works is a direct result of our increasingly materialistic view of man, whether or not it is accompanied by a wash of spirituality.  We should be aware that our modern conception of realism is shaped by a materialistic view of what reality is.  Pre-modern fairy tales were realistic about death in a much different way.  Grimm’s Fairy Tales did not shy away from portraying death.  However, death was, literally, not the end of the story.  Hans Christian Anderson’s original version of the Little Mermaid included a description of Ariel’s progress through a version of purgatory after her death.  Realism meant describing everything they knew to be real, and eternal life was real.  Modern realism is of an essentially different kind, because it strongly implies that death is the end of existence.  Physical realism in depiction of death is used to mask uneasiness with the deeper realities of death.  A realistic portrayal of the physical process avoids questioning the nature of what is happening.  

From an unsophisticated structural view, modern stories try to avoid people dying at the end of the story.  They want to give the protagonist time to experience catharsis and reach a new level of understanding about himself from his painful experience.  They want the death to have a contextual meaning, after the affected loved ones realize that it can have no eternal meaning.  They want to see death as natural; they do not want to see it as the ultimate evil.  Modern books are self-consciously about death.  The death occurs at the beginning of the story, or before the story even begins.  The protagonist works through the process of grieving.  Along the way, he heals and makes discoveries about himself and his family that lead up to a point of emotional release.  The books want to end on a positive note, with the person moving on with their life.  
These stories present strong evidence that our culture finds the forms of grief and religious responses to death to be too trite to express the deepness of our feeling about it.  Words are too calm, and public gatherings are an artificial place for grief.  This partly reflects the disjunction of our society, and the possibility that people at your funeral would be strangers to each other.  How do we grieve the dead when we do not know and cannot express what has happened?  This is a legitimate question.  Without the guidance of their family, religion, or tradition, these protagonists answer it by focusing on the emotions and finding peace in the self.  The grieving child seeks meaning in symbolic moments, which are informal in the sense of not having a progression of events prescribed by something outside of the will of the individual.  Tradition is no longer viewed as an authority, but elements of the traditional can be reinvented in these meaningful moments.  
To what extent, then, does giving children an accurate account of the physical process of death result in their having a good understanding of death?  From the Christian perspective, there is a tension between the need for honesty about the evil of death and honesty about the existence of eternal life.  A story is not true if it lies to us about the pain inherent in mortality, but it is also not true if it does not honestly address the lasting human soul.  Some stories fall into one extreme of being completely silent about the evils of death, while at the other extreme, there are those that imply the inability to know of any existence after the convulsions of the body stop.  Literature that shows the ugly reality of death is as unrealistic as artificially insulated stories because it is still divorced from the context of life.  Children need to be guided in their rational and emotional responses.  In the same way that it is not wise to lock a child in a morgue, it is not wise to present a child with depictions the evil of death separately from the goodness of life and a better hope.  
Children’s authors during the period of 1956-2001 are unusually concerned with the question of finding meaning for death particular to the individual, and finding an appropriate response to it without the traditional forms of grief that seem to be emptied of their original meaning.  Their literary creations reflect broader cultural uncertainty about the nature of human life, the existence of a spiritual world, and what source to draw on for meaning.  Still, they are all creating symbols that reflect what they see in this world, images that evoke our imagination and draw us in to reality.  At their best, these representations reflect the relationship of truth, goodness, and beauty not by describing it, but by giving us eyes to see.
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