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Abstract 
This thesis investigates the critical dismissal of the child figure in Katherine Mansfield’s 

authorship, and demonstrates alternative ways of conducting literary analyses of four of her 

childhood stories: “Prelude,” “Sun and Moon,” “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” and 

“The Woman at the Store.” An evaluation of the reception history of Mansfield’s short stories 

reveals a process of infantilisation of not only her literary productions but also of her persona, 

and this reflects the marginalisation of the child figure in literary studies overall. The child 

exhibits a peculiar duality: on the one hand, it instigates empathic responses deriving from 

Romantic discourses, and on the other hand, it calls for Formalist and structural approaches 

based on modern notions of a hermeneutics of suspicion – in the end, it seems to struggle to 

navigate within this conflicting critical climate. Mansfield’s authorship, however, exemplifies 

literature’s unique ability to reconstruct the child’s world in ways which communicate not 

only an imaginative interpretation of childhood consciousness, but also the child’s ability to 

problematize normative belief systems, ideological constructs and social reality when used as 

a textual device. Combining structural concepts from narratology and strategies for close 

reading with social and historical criticism, this thesis showcases the complexity of the child 

characters in these four stories when employed as narrative devices. The aim of this study is 

thus two-fold: to raise the status of Mansfield’s experimental writings about childhood and to 

raise the child figure’s status in literary criticism overall. 
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Introduction  

Would you not like to try all sorts of lives – one is so very small 
– but that is the satisfaction of writing – one can impersonate so 
many people. 

Katherine Mansfield, 1907  
(Selected Letters, 5–6) 

 

The child is literary studies’ Achilles heel, the uneasy dweller in a space between triviality 

and idealisation. In Katherine Mansfield’s fiction, the theme of childhood becomes a site of 

conflict. Many of her most famous stories revolve around child characters, and whether 

impersonated or described by adults, their worlds were something the author explored 

extensively in her writing throughout her short career. The aim of this thesis is two-fold: first, 

it constitutes a reassessment of Mansfield’s treatment of childhood, and second, it opposes 

the marginalisation of the child figure and seeks to strengthen its status in literary criticism 

overall. Literature’s unique ability to convey and conceptualise childhood experiences is 

exemplified through readings of four of Mansfield’s short stories: “Prelude” (1917, 2: 56–

93), “Sun and Moon” (1918, 2: 136–141), “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” (1912, 1: 

285–288) and “The Woman at the Store” (1912, 1: 268–277).1 These texts, forming parts of a 

larger assemble of what I will henceforth call Mansfield’s “childhood stories,” showcase the 

duality of the child figure, the diversity of possible representations of child characters and the 

various textual effects unfolding in the reading-process as a result. Moreover, they 

demonstrate how children retain a shared origin rooted in a conceptual, Romanticist 

framework. Mansfield’s child characters continually negotiate with their intricate historical 

roots and the child figure’s very construction as an idea, and these problematics are directly 

linked to how readers and critics struggle to make sense of it as a textual device. Mansfield’s 

childhood stories, in their diversity and complexity, can offer new ways of understanding 

these issues without succumbing to the all too familiar pitfalls of trivialisation.  

Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp was born in 1888 in Wellington, New Zealand, and died 

34 years later in Avon, France, after battling tuberculosis for years (Tomalin 5, 232–237). 

                                                
1 All four stories will be cited from The Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of Katherine Mansfield, 
edited by Gerri Kimber et al. This four-volume work contains Mansfield’s complete fictions; volume 1, The 
Collected Fiction of Katherine Mansfield 1898–1915; and volume 2, The Collected Fiction of Katherine 
Mansfield 1916–1922. I am not using original or subsequent publications because of the sometimes incorrectly 
emendations made to the stories after Mansfield’s death. Editor, Mansfield-scholar and Deputy-Chair of The 
Katherine Mansfield Society Gerri Kimber can confirm that The Edinburgh Edition is the most scholarly and 
up-to date collection of Mansfield’s complete works to date (Kimber, “Re: The woman”). 
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She became estranged from her New Zealand family after she moved to England at age 19 

and remained ambivalent towards her home country all her life (46). Nevertheless, New 

Zealand inspired some of her most beloved stories, many of which are based on her own 

childhood experiences. She spent most of her adult life in Europe, more specifically London, 

where she established herself as a prolific short story writer amongst the Bloomsbury group. 

Still, her literary reputation was fraught with oppositions; critics and contemporaries altered 

between praise and condemnation both of her writing and her personality (6). It is said that 

her life was characterised by solitude and personal hardships, and that she was never quite 

accepted by established society for her often unorthodox lifestyle. But when her health 

allowed her to, she was also very much dedicated to her work (Smith, Introduction ix). 

 Mansfield published three short story collections during her lifetime: In a German 

Pension (1911), Bliss and Other Stories (1920) and The Garden Party and Other Stories 

(1922). Shortly after her death in 1923 her husband, John Middleton Murry, made her 

unpublished stories available to the public in The Dove’s Nest and Other Stories (1923) and 

Something Childish and Other Stories (1924). Several works and unfinished writings have 

been uncovered ever since her manuscripts became available to the public, and researchers 

keep unearthing previously unknown material, the most recent being historian Redmer 

Yska’s discovery in August 2017 of a story titled “A Little Friend” by an 11-year old 

Mansfield (Stewart). Such new findings are a testimony to the continual blossoming of 

Mansfield-scholarship in recent years, and she remains popular amongst her most devoted 

admirers. In Norway, however, she is a much more obscure literary figure. Whilst being 

included in some university curriculums, she has not reached a popular audience, and no up-

to-date translations of her stories are available to date.2 

Mansfield wrote her childhood stories during a time when literary criticism underwent 

major changes, and when attitudes towards child characters were gradually shifting from 

idealisation to increased scepticism. Ann Wierda Rowland criticises the modern tendency to 

view the child as a trivial subject matter and calls this a process of infantilisation in literary 

culture. Romantic poets, she claims, marked the start of this process, and have since been 

accused of introducing “trivial and insignificant subjects, diminishing the strength, 

refinement and high seriousness of style, [which] returned literature to an earlier, more 

primitive state” (Rowland 4). The persistence of such critical attitudes, if not by all then at 

least by some, is first and foremost attributed to changing perceptions about what literary 
                                                
2 The last official Norwegian translation was by Emil Boyson in 1950: a collection titled Havefesten: Utvalgte 
Noveller [The Garden Party: Selected Short Stories] published by Gyldendal Norsk Forlag. 
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quality entails from the early twentieth century to the present day. Modernism’s break from 

theoretical perspectives which derived from eighteenth- and nineteenth-century beliefs about 

art – mostly biographical or founded upon notions of transcendentalism – resulted in an 

ambivalent stance towards literary children. The Formalist movement, with its preoccupation 

with structure and style as opposed to a work’s relation to the author’s life and personality, 

often found the innocent and idealised child figure problematic. At the same time, the child 

affords authors with new ways of experimenting with voice, narrative form and aesthetic 

modes, and the darker potential already imbedded within Romantic idealism offered 

Modernists new ways of disrupting the illusion of a harmonised world-view. But despite 

these conscious experimental efforts – efforts which Mansfield herself partook in – readers 

and critics have not always acknowledged them as successful literary accomplishments.    

One discipline which often embraces the child figure, however, is Historical-Biographical 

criticism, a tradition which has undergone waves of popularity and devaluation ever since its 

nineteenth-century heydays. According to this approach, a literary work must be viewed in 

light of its author and the historical context in which it appeared. A preoccupation with the 

author’s life and personality, as well as notions about authorial intent, had already gained 

recognition during the Romantic period, but Historical-Biographical critics placed these ideas 

in a much more definite historical and scholarly context. Whereas the Romantics focused on 

the work as an expression of the author’s creative genius, a Historical-Biographical critic will 

typically look at how the work can be linked to his or her social environment and subjective 

experiences of realities external to the text (Eagleton 18). This theoretical approach, then, is 

not first and foremost concerned with ideas about childhood as a literary phenomenon, or 

with how children’s linguistic and structural expressions enrich a work’s formal attributes 

and internal processes of meaning-making. As a biographical device, the child rids itself of 

its triviality complex, but its value for the Historical-Biographical critic is often restricted to 

its function as a historical source – to its direct link to affairs existing outside the text. The 

child figure becomes a means to an end, and that end is often not the child itself, but the act 

of unmasking the author’s persona.  

The idea that the literary critic’s task is to illuminate connections between life and work 

met with opposition, first by Russian Formalists and later with Anglo-American New Critics. 

Shared by these and similar 20th-century structural approaches was a growing focus on a 

work’s internal structure, formal attributes and a belief in literature’s inherent aesthetic 

autonomy. Literary works were seen as textual entities not aiming to represent historical or 

social reality, but rather governed by their own internal laws and logic (Habib 17). These 
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Formalist approaches rejected what they viewed as Romantic sentimentality; the critic’s task 

was to be objective and sophisticated in his or her efforts to conduct close readings of formal 

attributes, effectively divorcing literary language from everyday speech. The child figure 

holds a difficult position within this framework. It’s often informal and underdeveloped 

language do not automatically render it a suitable object of study when other attributes, such 

as a work’s formal complexity, are held in high regard. The child’s strong Romantic 

connotations and the tendency to view it as a social and biographical construct did not 

resonate well with the new critical climate. Texts containing “sentimental” representations of 

innocent children were easily dismissed as lesser forms of literature not weighty enough for 

serious academic study (Solomon 5; Rowland 11). While many modern writers have 

experimented with children’s point of view in order to represent alternative versions of 

reality, writing about children in the Modernist era was risky business, and such texts could 

easily be reduced to a position in either of these two camps.   

How, then, should the reader approach Mansfield’s child characters? First, such a reading 

should rid itself of the notion that child figures in texts are always necessarily trivial and 

unimportant figures. “Reading” the child figure provides new ways of understanding its 

effect upon language and its contributions to literary formal design, as well as its unique way 

of conceptualising workings of power, social history and culture. It is my contention that it is 

worth pursuing more focused thematic studies about the processes of interpretation and 

meaning-making which the child instigates. As this thesis demonstrates, textual children are 

seldom merely self-referential and closed off from wider interpretative implications. In fact, 

they often point to problematics much larger than themselves, and this paves way for 

interesting means to understand not only childhood itself, but also the child figure’s 

complexity as it gets constructed imaginatively by adults, and its close affinity with the 

literary imagination as a result. The child’s Romantic connotations and its consequent 

struggle to adapt to the interests of Formalism and New Criticism have, I believe, led to a 

general confusion and, ultimately, its critical neglect. The polarised critical debate has, 

perhaps, exhausted our efforts to locate a middle ground for analytical approaches. 

 

Theoretical approaches and thesis structure 
The child becomes particularly interesting in narratives because of its often uniquely 

constructed voice, and it is through such formal designs that wider meanings are created via 

literary analyses. Andrew Bennett argues:  
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The originality of Mansfield’s stories lies in their relation to the development of her 
technique of ‘impersonation’, a term that might indicate . . .3 an impersonation of 
narratorial and characterological voices, and acting-out of or playing on characters’ 
voices as the motive force of narrative form. (12–13)  

This linguistic impersonation is especially visible in stories featuring child characters because 

their language differs so much from the fully-developed sophistication of “adult” speech. 

Taking Bennett’s concept of impersonation further and with the help of Gérard Genette, I will 

place this technique within a more specific narratological framework. By aligning it with his 

theory of focalization we now have a starting point for examining the child’s point of view, 

and this illuminates how the narrative modes in Mansfield’s childhood stories contribute to 

the production of meaning.  

In 1980 Genette coined the term “focalization” to classify different types of narration 

according to the characterological location of a text’s point of view. According to him, we 

need to not only differentiate between the author and the narrator in a text, but also between 

narration and focalization. Narration pertains to the speaker in a narrative, that is, the 

narrator who communicates the story, and focalization, which involves the seer of events, 

constitutes the character(s) who holds the narrative perspective. The gaze, then, is always 

focalized through a character, but focalization cannot exist unless it gets communicated by a 

narrator. The seer and speaker are thus both distinct and dependent upon each other, and 

together they make up the story’s narrative situation (Narrative Discourse 186) This 

separation makes Genette’s theory especially useful when the aim is to highlight the child’s 

distinct role as a textual device in third person narratives. If placed within this framework, the 

focalizing child earns a privileged position in the narrative situation which is separate from 

the narrator (and author), and can thus be scrutinized in its own right. Hence, applying the 

concept of focalization to child characters in literature turns out to be especially fruitful for 

analysis.   

Genette outlines three different types of focalized narratives. The first, nonfocalized or 

zero focalization, describes narratives with an omniscient narrator who always knows more 

than the characters in the story do. The second type, internal focalization, involves narratives 

where information is absolutely limited to the central character’s focal position alone. In 

internal focalization we have three sub-variations: “fixed,” meaning a point of view 

                                                
3 The MLA Style guide omits square and round brackets in ellipses, unless additional words are inserted in a 
quotation. In this thesis, both in-text citations and the Works Cited-page follow the most up-to-date edition of 
the MLA Handbook, the 8th print edition.  
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consistent with one character throughout; “variable,” where the point of view shifts between 

several characters; and “multiple,” where they are clearly separated, often found in epistolary 

novels. The third main type is external focalization, where the central character “performs in 

front of us without our ever being allowed to know his thoughts or feelings,” which is the 

opposite of a nonfocalized, omniscient narrative mode (Genette, Narrative Discourse 189–

190).  

The four Mansfield-stories chosen for this thesis uses internal focalization, which is 

sometimes fixed, other times variable, and in the last story, “The Woman at the Store,” the 

narrative situation is mediated through a first-person point of view. Despite being different, 

they all constitute a restriction of field because we are limited to information offered by the 

central, focalized character alone. We see the world as they perceive it; the point of view is 

restricted to what the character knows or can possibly observe and conceive at the time of 

narration (Genette, Narrative Discourse 194). When the child character is moulded against 

the limited mental faculties of real children this restriction of field, both cognitively and 

psychologically, increases even further. The child is seldom able to understand his or her 

surroundings like the fully developed adult, and the effects of focalization as a cognitive 

limitation intensify. This has direct consequences for our interpretations of such texts; despite 

presenting a limited point of view, the child also invites us to view things in the fictional 

universe differently, thus challenging our normative perceptions about ourselves and the 

world at large.  

Genette is careful to point out that the categories of external, internal and multiple 

focalization should not be applied in the strictest sense. A narrative can maintain a sense of 

coherency even if it displays changes in focalization, and unless the mode changes 

permanently, these infractions should be understood as alterations. Alterations in focalization 

can occur in two ways: either by paralipsis, where information is withheld from the reader, or 

by paralepsis, where the narrator offers more information than is necessary or consistent with 

the central character’s point of view (Narrative Discourse, 195–197). These narratorial 

intrusions play an important role in the forthcoming analyses because they illustrate a conflict 

of perspective between the adult narrator and the child focalizer, highlighting the child’s 

marginal position not just in narrative but in the social sphere at large. Who gets to orient a 

narrative’s point of view illuminates broader questions about power and marginality. The 

conflict between a character’s focalization and alterations instigated by a narrator sets off an 

avalanche of other issues when linked to a story’s wider context, or, in other words, when the 

conflict is seen as a discursive expression operating within certain parameters of culture, 
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history and ideology. Focalization reveals how these problematics get weaved into the very 

structure of the texts themselves. 

Internal focalization often lacks explicit information about characters’ motifs, past 

experiences and contextual understanding. Sometimes, such information is simply not 

available to the focalizing character – other times the character withholds such reflections 

from the reader on purpose. In Mansfield’s stories, impressions are often recorded with 

immediacy, like fluctuating moments and states of mind which often disappear as soon as 

they have manifested themselves upon the page. Authorial and retrospective commentary, 

moral resolutions and signposts for critical analysis are seldom on offer in her texts (Bennett 

15). This lack of what Genette calls explicit information in a focalized narrative must not be 

confused with the interpretation the reader is invited to give upon it (Narrative Discourse 

198). I will argue that the restriction of explicit information in Mansfield’s stories where 

child characters are focalizers calls for a more active participation on the reader’s part. As 

such, the child, despite presenting a limited point of view, expands the field of possible 

interpretations. These characters open the texts up to new meanings, simply because 

meanings are not clearly stated, but rather powerfully suggested everywhere.  

The reader has an important role in the processes of interpretation which get instigated by 

focalization. The notion of an active reader is an important premise in the textual analyses to 

come, and so it deserves a few words of elaboration. Reader-response theorist Wolfgang Iser 

states: “The convergence of text and reader brings the literary work into existence” (275). 

This meeting-point between text and interpreter creates what he calls an implied reader, a 

concept which combines the potential meaning of a text with an imagined recipient who 

realises this potential through the reading process (xii). Rather than applying the term in 

relation to a reader whom the author intended to actualise a fixed meaning in a text, I use the 

term loosely in terms of how I, the critic in this situation, imagine the reader’s interpretative 

process as a function of the narrative. As such, “the reader” I refer to is not a fixed object of 

the text, but an individual interpretation of how meaning comes into existence and gets 

negotiated at the meeting-point between story and an imagined recipient.   

However, it is worth noting that the analyses presented in this thesis are not exhaustive 

and do not rule out other possible interpretations. As Iser states: “With all literary texts, then, 

we may say that the reading process is selective, and the potential text is infinitely richer than 

any of its individual realizations” (280). Another point worth stressing is that the reader 

which I construct is an adult and not a child, as Mansfield did in fact write for an adult 

audience, and as such, the imagined reader is confronted with a world of childhood which is 
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different from his or her own. This principle corresponds to the main objective of reader-

response theory overall: the reader discovers a different world and by doing so, (s)he also 

identifies “the deficiencies inherent in prevalent norms and in his own restricted behaviour” 

(Iser xiii). The implied reader is thus both attentive and self-reflexive. He or she is a figure of 

imaginative potential, and becomes an active agent in the reading process itself.  

Mansfield’s stories confront the reader, who is constantly subjected to the texts’ mode of 

focalization, to oppositional interpretations. The child characters in her stories invite him or 

her to partake in a dual interpretative process: on the one hand, they instigate empathic 

responses by being victimised by adults, and on the other, they call for a hermeneutics of 

suspicion as textual devices. These conceptual actualisations are not independent of history, 

culture and critical trends. The idea of empathic responses derives from a Romantic tradition 

where children were imagined as sentimental figures, whose purpose was to initiate nostalgic 

longing, affect, empathy or ethical awareness. A hermeneutics of suspicion uses a more 

structural approach which seeks to uncover hidden meanings, fill in textual gaps and discover 

undercurrents of power and ideology of which the child becomes the symbolic bearer. 

Mansfield’s stories demonstrate that these two approaches can coexist within a dynamic 

framework of mutual exchange. What prompts this is not just the overt themes and content of 

the stories themselves, but the very narrative structure and point of view which materialise 

through the child. The reader thus actively engages with seemingly conflictual positions, and 

by using these interpretative strategies the child’s complexity as a literary figure is most 

readily showcased. The purpose of this links back to the overall aim of this thesis: to draw 

attention to an aspect of Mansfield’s fiction which has hitherto been a subject of much critical 

confusion, and to raise the child’s status in literary criticism. To meet these objectives, I offer 

alternative ways of reading the theme of childhood, ways which may help us understand 

exactly why it is a figure so fraught with oppositions when it is presented in literary form. 

Moreover, these analyses illuminate the very textual effects emanating from critical 

negotiations within this highly conflicting literary landscape. 

The overall structure of this thesis can be divided into two parts: Chapter 1 and 2 have a 

historical and theoretical grounding, while chapter 3 and 4 focus more on close textual 

analysis. They are not, however, completely independent of each other, although their main 

focuses differ somewhat. Chapter 1 covers the reception history of Mansfield’s childhood 

stories and uses a historical perspective to demonstrate how external discourses have 

contributed to the dismissal of the child figure in her authorship. The chapter is set up 

chronologically and discusses several critics’ responses to her work using a comparative 
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method. The conflicting responses are then positioned alongside concurrent critical trends at 

the time of their appearance, namely the child’s difficult negotiation with Biographical 

criticism, Romantic discourses and emerging trends in Formalism. The critical responses to 

Mansfield’s work throughout the last century mediate how the formation of a marginalising, 

infantilising language has led to the dismissal of the child figure as an inferior literary 

subject. Moving on, Chapter 2 combines historical discussions with traditional literary 

analysis. It provides historical background for the invention of the Romantic Child and links 

this figure back to the ideology of Romanticism, showing how the children in “Prelude” and 

“Sun and Moon” both communicate Romantic values and dismantle them through Modernist 

aesthetics. The opposition between innocence and experience is a central theme throughout 

these analyses, and the Romantic ideology paradoxically provides a starting point for the 

dismantling of childhood innocence itself.  

Chapter 3 and 4 move on from reception theory and critical trends and instead combine 

close reading with historical and ideological critique. “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” 

and “The Woman at the Store” are rooted in a specific political landscape of colonialism and 

opposition against Western ideology, and both stories examine the failings and illusions 

inherent in the imperialist project. In “Pearl Button” the child focalizer is in a power struggle 

with the adult narrator – a narrative conflict which illuminates larger ideological problems 

and workings of power. At the same time, the story’s romanticism invites the reader to feel 

sympathy with both Pearl and the oppressed Māori people. These two visions of ideological 

critique and affective responses work together in the process of meaning-making. In “The 

Woman,” however, the narration forms a break with the stories previously discussed, and the 

first-person adult perspective offers a self-reflexive process of interpretation regarding the 

child and its wider significance in a colonial setting. The suspicious gaze of the adult narrator 

instigates a conflict for the reader between a hermeneutics of suspicion and empathy. Here, 

the theme of madness is linked to the child’s affinity with racial and colonial oppression, and 

the story demonstrates the most overt invitation towards analytical scrutiny, often at the 

expense of empathic responses to the child’s situation.  

On the one hand, the child represents an idealised but outdated past, and on the other, it 

presents opportunities for a very much modern notion of formal experimentation in literature. 

It is this landscape which Mansfield’s child characters operate within. Her experimentation is 

realised through her narrative techniques and focalization; overall, the four stories examined 

in this thesis implement a restriction of field. The oppositional correlation between innocence 

and experience, between escapism and reality and the workings and dismantling of 
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colonialism are central themes in her stories, which discuss problems of race, sensuous 

experiences, dysfunctional family dynamics, gender constructions, class, madness, and the 

subversive power of art. A recurring issue in “Prelude,” “Sun and Moon,” “Pearl Button,” 

and “The Woman” is the child’s marginal status and victimisation at the hands of the adult 

world. But more than anything, literary representations of children situate them amid a 

conflict between the child and adult worldview, through which wider problematics are 

negotiated. Ethical awareness, empathy and critical, suspicious scrutiny are problems which 

the reader must continually face up to in this interpretative process.  

The misconception that the child is a trivial literary figure which deserves a marginal 

position in literary criticism gets refuted through my alternative readings of Mansfield’s 

stories. These literary children may not be able to provide us with hard biographical facts 

about Mansfield’s own childhood, but that is hardly the point of this thesis. What these 

children do, however, is communicate ideas about childhood as a phenomenon, as well as 

children’s unique experiences of the world. Literature provides a very particular medium for 

imaginatively presenting the child’s gaze through language and narrative perspectives. 

Instead of simply moving on to bigger and “better” things, I encourage the modern critic to 

look further into the world of childhood in literature – for despite its smallness, the child can 

do big things if we only grant it a secure place within our collective literary imagination.   
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1 Reception History and Critical Dismissal 
 

The critical reception to Mansfield’s childhood stories have been marked by ambivalence. 

This chapter outlines how responses to her work correspond with concurrent trends in literary 

criticism, and the different ways critics have repeated the infantilisation of Mansfield both as 

an author and individual. As such, this examination can be placed within the field of 

reception theory. According to one of its founding fathers, Hans Robert Jauss, this approach 

involves the study of how responses to literary works get shaped by the historical moment in 

which they appear, depending on the aesthetic expectations of the public. Responses to a 

work, whether the work fulfils the normative expectations of its audience at the time of 

publication or demonstrates an “aesthetic distance” from previous tastes, contribute to 

general judgements of its aesthetic value. As attitudes and critical trends evolve, it is crucial 

to “conceive the meaning and form of a literary work in the historical unfolding of its 

understanding.” Previous judgements of a work, then, affect how it is received at later times 

in its reception history (Jauss 25, 32). The historical position of Mansfield’s childhood stories 

reveals a conflict in the reception of her work which centres around different notions of the 

child’s aesthetic value. These stories have struggled to fulfil different critics’ expectations at 

different times during the last century, and this, I contend, have contributed to their general 

critical neglect. 

First, the chapter examines how the general dismissal of Mansfield’s child characters 

relates to public discourses external to her work. More specifically, the child’s status as an 

inferior literary subject in Mansfield’s stories is linked to her own marginality both as a 

woman, a New Zealand colonial and a writer of short stories. Second, examples from her 

reception history show how preconceived notions about Mansfield’s status as an author and 

her representations of childhood have been closely related to each other in debates throughout 

the past century. Presented chronologically and in three parts, these debates illuminate how 

public discourses have contributed to the critical dismissal of the child figure in her 

authorship. To begin, Conrad Aiken and Raymond Mortimer’s early responses are placed 

alongside each other in a comparative dialogue, a set-up which shows the child figure’s 

difficult position in the conflict between Formalism and the old Romantic and Biographical 

tradition. Moving on to responses emerging after Mansfield’s death, predominantly instigated 

by her late husband John Middleton Murry, I discuss how his posthumous publications of her 

diaries and letters contributed to the Romantic infantilisation of her as an artist during a time 
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when such notions were increasingly rejected by literary critics. Lastly, I conduct a 

reassessment of more recent criticism which demonstrate that her childhood stories still blur 

the lines between biographical and structural approaches, often leaving the child in a critical 

grey-area as a result.  

In all these examples, the child can be situated at the heart of a critical conflict. Its dual 

status as an aesthetic device on the one hand, and a sentimental and autobiographical figure 

on the other, has made it difficult to place it firmly within a single critical framework. 

Moreover, there seems to exist a tendency to form an identification between Mansfield 

herself and the child figures in her fiction, a tendency which unfolds in two distinct ways: on 

the one hand, she has been idealised through her child characters, but on the other, these 

children also provide critics with a reason to dismiss her as an inferior artist. The former 

camp reads her childhood stories through a Romanticist and biographical lens, often praising 

her for accomplishing realistic and gripping depictions of children. But because she wrote at 

the advent of Formalism’s turn against sentimentality and inclination to instead value a 

work’s formal structure, her child characters did not always impress critics. The latter camp 

criticised her childhood stories for being too informal and sentimental. In order to strengthen 

the child’s status in Mansfield’s fiction it is important to first understand and deconstruct the 

systematic ways that critics have idealised and dismissed them according to prevailing 

critical trends. The following discussions examine how these critical shifts have formed 

responses over the course of the past century, as well as how identity labels associated with 

Mansfield exist in a dynamic relationship with negative perceptions about the child 

characters in her stories. While these responses are not exhaustive of the magnitude of 

comments upon her work, they nevertheless encapsulate a very interesting pattern of 

appraisal and dismissal when placed within a comparative framework. 

 

1.1 Marginal statuses: Mansfield the woman, colonial 

and short story writer 
The dismissal of Mansfield’s childhood stories can be traced back to factors existing outside 

the texts themselves, namely the public debates and identity labels associated with her 

persona. These elements can be understood as what Genette calls paratexts, an umbrella-term 

made up of peritexts and epitexts (Paratexts 5). The latter constituent is central to 

Mansfield’s authorship: as opposed to peritexts, which pertain to elements located within a 

publication (for example its title or preface), epitexts are found in the public realm and 
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involve formulations “not materially appended to the text” (344). This includes what may be 

termed the more specific components of Jauss’ reception theory: critical debates, articles 

about authors in magazines or newspapers, statements made by publishers – in short, public 

declarations which may affect readers’ interpretations of literary works (Genette, Paratexts 

345). The response to Mansfield’s childhood stories and Murry’s posthumous editorial 

practice and testimonies to his late wife helped instigate a way of speaking about her work in 

a belittling, infantilising language. Issues concerning Mansfield’s gender and colonial 

identity, factual paratexts (7), also play a role in this process, as well as her chosen genre of 

the allegedly “inferior” short story, clearly indicated by peritexts such as her collections’ 

titles: “. . . and Other Stories” (Genette, Paratexts 7, 94). When understood as paratexts, 

these elements can be examined for how they have influenced interpretations of her stories, 

particularly their contribution to the perception of Mansfield as an individual existing, as 

Roger Robinson points out, on the margins of literary discourse (Introduction 1). The 

dismissal of Mansfield’s child characters relates back to her gender, colonial identity and the 

short story form, and she thus unwittingly shares her marginal status as a writer with the 

marginal status of the child figure itself.  

The rhetoric used to describe a writer’s childishness may function to disregard women 

authors as essentially inferior artists in a male dominated culture. As Cherry A. Hankin 

writes, Mansfield understood “only too well the psychology of the child-woman” (“Cult of 

Childhood” 33). The process of identification between the child figure and the woman writer 

is dynamic; together they seem to confirm each other’s inferior positions. The discourse of 

sentimentality, with its close affinity to ideas about childhood and autobiography, has often 

been gendered female and labelled artistically immature (Bell, Sentimentalism 4). The idea 

that women have a much stronger autobiographical inclination than men also feeds into this 

notion. Sydney Janet Kaplan argues: “It is at the center of the problematic critical response to 

women’s writing in general, in that everything a woman writes has usually been assumed to 

be a function of her autobiographical impulse, either confession or wish fulfilment” (171). 

Hence, the perception that the child is merely an autobiographical and self-indulgent device 

is seemingly confirmed when a female writer engages with it. The discourse of childhood, in 

other words, becomes gendered through the female writer, and her artistic achievements 

suffer critical neglect as a result. If Mansfield herself, on accord of being a woman, is 

labelled both sentimental and marginal, her childhood stories not only confirm these 

attributes, but suffer even more intensely from them. The triviality complex affects both 

women and children because they are similarly connected to traditionally feminine and 
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domestic spaces, quite separate from the male-dominated world of perceived objectivism and 

reason which dominated criticism at the time. When a woman writer undertook the task of 

narrating the child’s voice and perspective, she was easily perceived as a minor herself. 

Mansfield’s status as a New Zealand colonial further reinforced her marginal status. In 

1904, whilst a student at Queen’s College, a teacher described her as “a little savage from 

New Zealand” (qtd. in Stafford and Williams 163). After moving permanently to England in 

1908, she self-consciously labelled herself the “little colonial” amongst her Bloomsbury 

contemporaries (Tomalin 46; J. Wilson, Introduction 1). Mansfield’s self-designation as a 

little colonial and her former teacher’s portrayal of her as a little savage mediate that her 

country of origin somehow positioned her as a “minor” in the English literary marketplace. 

The infantilising language used to describe her marginality as a colonial links back to how 

the imperial power imagined its colonies as inferior and underdeveloped places to be civilised 

into a more respectable replica of the mother country. This is similar to adult attitudes 

towards children in general; seen as inferior beings, the adult’s task was to educate and 

mould them into respectable citizens. The term “savage” has also been intrinsically linked not 

only with children, but also to women and non-white ethnicities, ever since Darwin’s 

evolutionary theories emerged in the nineteenth century. The popular notion of “savagery” 

associated children with individual groups who were seen to be, as Sally Shuttleworth claims, 

lesser developed on the scale of evolutionary psychology and thus outside the norms of white 

middle-class society (4). Labelling Mansfield a “little savage” mediates the notion that she 

was a minor figure according to discourses about gender and coloniality. The perception that 

women and non-Europeans were somehow linked to childishness, and that the colonies 

themselves existed as Britain’s “little children,” became a way to justify Mansfield’s status as 

a minor and her childhood stories as marginal.   

Similarly, W. H. New4 argues that there existed an image of New Zealand as a childlike 

extension of the Empire in the early twentieth century. The image expressed a romanticised 

notion of the colony, a utopian vision of a pre-civilised and “natural” society. While it was 

positively lovely, this idea was also problematic: “If childlike it could be admired for the 

innocence of its desires. But if childish, it did not have to be seriously regarded” (W. H. New 

5). The connection between romanticised discourses about childhood and Mansfield’s 

identity as a colonial thus played a factor in how her stories about children were perceived. 

While praised for their innocence, her child characters also suffered from not being 
                                                
4 To avoid confusion W. H. New will be referred to by his full name throughout this thesis as opposed to the 
abbreviated form “New.”  
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“seriously regarded” or worthy of artistic representations. Consequently, W. H. New believes 

that “to stress that Mansfield’s society is young, far away, and little is to deny it power” (8). 

New Zealand, then, was seen as a childlike country, a notion extending on to its national 

subjects who were seen as minors in white, middle-class British society. In this context, being 

a colonial subject in the English literary marketplace ensured Mansfield’s inferior status, just 

like the child figure itself is often perceived as inferior in the eyes of respectable, adult 

society. These double-infantilising discourses – to speak of Mansfield’s childlike identity as 

pertaining to her statuses both as a woman and a colonial – have infused the reception of her 

childhood stories and thus contributed to their general neglect.  

Mansfield’s chosen art form has also placed her child characters on the margins of the 

literary canon. Vincent O’Sullivan argues that in addition to being a colonial writer, her 

choice of writing only short stories “meant that what she brought to her own art form and to 

Modernism was often regarded as both marginal and minor” (Preface ix). There are many 

parallels between notions of the childlike and the short story form. Firstly, the short story’s 

very brevity and “littleness” have ensured that it has long been regarded as the inferior 

offspring of the long novel in the English tradition. Its narrative focus, it is commonly 

believed, is placed on singular experiences and not big, universal claims (May 24). Already, 

we notice a connection between adjectives used to describe the short story and the child, and 

the fact that Mansfield’s stories were often about children only increased this general notion 

of inferiority. Ian Reid asserts that despite being one of the most widely read modern genres, 

“. . . critics are sometimes reluctant to take the short story seriously as a substantial genre in 

its own right.” The short story is, he notes, “still in an immature state” (1). In other words, the 

short story has suffered under an infantilising discourse which highlights its smallness and 

justifies its inferiority. According to these traditionally held beliefs, the novel is seen as a 

metaphorical adult, and the short story is its little, underdeveloped child. Hence, the 

combination of being a woman, a colonial and a short story writer has contributed to the 

critical neglect of Mansfield’s child figures.  

 

1.2 The Early Years 
Early responses to Mansfield’s childhood stories were often clouded by the legend of her life 

and personality. In particular, her child characters stirred controversy as to the quality of her 

writing and the level of sophistication regarding her style. These stories have inspired some 

critics to develop a discourse of infantilisation in which to describe Mansfield both as a 
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private individual and as an author. When children are seen as childish and unintelligent in 

general, a text focalized through a child character risks shedding a negative light over its 

author when examined through a biographical lens. If the child’s underdeveloped language 

and lack of intellectual depth are somehow linked directly to the author’s mental faculties and 

literary abilities, a process of degradation can quickly unfold. This form of criticism ensured 

that Mansfield has been accused of being too much like a child herself – a critique which 

exploits the child figure as proof of the author’s limited artistic range. If the child is merely a 

self-indulgent extension of the author herself, then she has, by default of the child’s informal 

and underdeveloped speech, failed the literary project of formal renovation. She has, in other 

words, failed to separate herself from her work and uphold the objective distance necessary to 

produce truly great art. By looking at some of the early responses to Mansfield’s work, we 

see how the infantilisation of her as an individual rests on the ways she represents and 

focalizes children. 

In “The Short Story as Colour” (1922) Aiken provides an illuminating example of these 

critical attitudes. He believes that Mansfield’s short stories do her few favours in terms of 

artistic achievement, apart from showing “glimpses of the bright, disintegrated, peripheral 

consciousness of the child” (9). While he contends that her descriptions of children may 

reflect the actual realities of childhood consciousness very acutely, they do not increase the 

work’s quality. In fact, he believes they limit the potential for formal innovation:  

If Miss Mansfield does these things beautifully it is because in these things she is 
freest to speak her own language . . . her failure to step often out of this small 
charmed circle, and her relative failure when she does step out, are failures we should 
quite expect. (9) 

His dismissive tone, emphasising her “failure” as an artist no less than three times within a 

single sentence, is directly linked to her representations of the child’s world. For Aiken, child 

characters enable Mansfield to write safely and conventionally because a childish perspective 

is somehow already embedded within her own perception of the world. The child’s world is 

familiar to her, and her depictions of it are without the risks necessary to create truly 

innovative art. Mansfield presents a limited understanding of the world, and while 

“beautifully” executed, her childhood stories do not express any existential questions or 

complex ideas. In fact, her tendency to slip into the mind and language of the child merely 

reveals her compulsion to “speak her own language,” a comment which, by undermining the 

author’s linguistic abilities, ends up highlighting her immaturity as an individual. 
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The idea of subjective and objective approaches to art is central to Aiken’s understanding 

of literary quality: being objective by upholding a personal distance between oneself and 

one’s characters is necessary for true artistry to emerge, otherwise the author merely 

communicates her own obsessive fixation on the self. By being too subjective in this way, he 

believes, the writer creates a sentimental world of nostalgia and wish-fulfilment which is of 

little interest to readers. According to Aiken, Mansfield falls into this latter camp: 

Miss Mansfield’s sensibilities, if clearly individual, are remarkably limited, and the 
language of associations which she speaks is, if brilliant, extremely small. The 
awareness, the personality of the larger artist is an infinitely more divisible, and 
therefore infinitely less recognizable thing; but the personality of the smaller artist is 
recognizable everywhere. (10) 

Here, we see Aiken’s Formalist understanding of what great literature should look like; the 

work should ideally be divorced from its author and must show complexity of structure and 

form. The child figure is too autobiographical and minor according to this theoretical 

approach – the language of the child is both simple and “limited,” resulting in a superficially 

constructed narrative. The problem with Mansfield is that her descriptions of children simply 

reveal too much about what exists outside the text, namely the personality of the author 

herself. This notion was increasingly rejected as superfluous to the interpretation of a work 

according to Formalism. For Aiken, self-absorbed fiction which takes the autobiographical 

element as its starting point can never really achieve artistic brilliance because the subjective 

consciousness operates on expressions of emotional excess rather than restriction. The 

fictional veil is too thin, thus there is no mystery to the fictional universe, and the characters 

are all, as he argues, “just so many Mansfields” (11). 

Mansfield’s gallery of characters – her “so many Mansfields” – is what Aiken believes 

most accurately proves the limitations of her work. After stating that Keiza functions as her 

alter-ego in “Prelude” and “At the Bay” (1921, 2: 342–372), he goes on to argue that not only 

this particular child, but all her other characters are in various ways reflections of the author: 

[They] all speak with her voice, think as she thinks, are rapidly, ecstatically aware, as 
she is aware; share her gestures and her genius; and represent, in short, not so many 
people or lives, but so many projections of Miss Mansfield’s mind and personality 
into other people’s houses and bodies. (10–11) 

Because they “all speak with her voice,” her characters do not fulfil the fictional criterion of 

being uniquely constructed individuals. They all perceive the world collectively through 

Mansfield’s own eyes. The interesting part about this argument is Aiken’s choice of words: 
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both Mansfield and her characters are “rapidly, ecstatically aware” as she endows them with 

“her own supersensitive and febrile (and perhaps sentimental) awareness.” Every experience, 

no matter how small or seemingly insignificant, enter a process of deep internalisation, and 

the characters’ emotional responses bear witness to the fact that the fictional world is one 

where “everything is intense” (11). “Ecstatically aware,” “supersensitive” and “febrile”; there 

is something remarkably childlike about these attributes, and by using such adjectives to 

describe Mansfield, Aiken echoes his earlier descriptions of Keiza and the other children: 

their “bright, disintegrated, peripheral consciousness” and unique ability to exist “wholly in 

their five senses” (9). The similarity between these descriptions create a link between 

Mansfield herself and Keiza, and suggests that her greatest flaw lies in the immaturity they 

share together. In other words, Mansfield’s childishness is revealed through her child 

characters, and while this enables her to depict the child’s world quite “beautifully,” it fails to 

stir the interests of an adult readership. Ultimately, the child allows Mansfield to speak “her 

own language” – in other words, the author is merely a child herself. 

Aiken’s views are very much in synch with common conceptions about gender at the 

time, and his patronising tone merely confirms women’s inferior position in the literary 

marketplace. Kate Fullbrook remarks: “The history of [Mansfield’s] literary reputation . . . 

has exhibited all the signs of a textbook case of the devaluation of women’s writing” (2). By 

attributing childlike qualities to Mansfield’s writing Aiken contributes to this by dismissing 

her as a stereotypical woman-child: sentimental, emotional and with a hint of narcissistic 

tendencies. This supposedly means that she can only express herself artistically in this limited 

manner. The factual paratext of Mansfield’s gender and the devaluation of her writing get 

communicated by Aiken through childlike attributes. We see these views reflected in Freud, 

where the woman-artist deriving material from her own experiences was easily accused of 

communicating an immature egocentricity. Linked to this self-absorption is Freud’s general 

conception about writing as a child’s imaginative play: “A piece of writing, like a day-dream, 

is a continuation of, and a substitute for, what was once the play of childhood,” he states 

(442). In this sense, the writer, who is triggered by powerful and often unconscious 

memories, attempts to correct and heal past wounds through writing. The notion of regressing 

back to childhood manifests through a compulsion to write, a type of Freudian regression 

which Aiken indirectly views unfavourably and as quintessentially feminine. For him, 

Mansfield exhibits all the classic traits of a woman-child artist who is more preoccupied with 

her own narcissistic daydreaming and child’s play than she is with producing universally 

great art.   
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Raymond Mortimer’s 1923 article for The New Statesman is in many ways antithetical to 

Aiken’s review. Mortimer’s text is not a direct response to his colleague, but placed 

comparatively they illuminate the theoretical ambivalence which critics faced when 

confronted with Mansfield’s childhood stories at the time. While being generally dismissive, 

Mortimer praises her ability to describe “the unorganised flow of thoughts and feelings that 

continually move through the different layers of human consciousness.” However, he also 

states that “this oblique method makes it extraordinarily difficult to discover the real colour 

of the author’s mind.” While Aiken argues that Mansfield reveals too much about herself 

through her fiction, Mortimer, conversely, states that she reveals too little. Mortimer sees her 

stories as containing “hardly an opinion or a sentiment which is frankly her own and 

uncoloured by the mind of any of her characters.” Here, Mansfield is not submerged with her 

characters, but rather completely divorced from them. In “Prelude,” where Aiken critiques 

Mansfield for being particularly self-absorbed, Mortimer sees the author as “so deeply soaked 

in the atmosphere she describes that you cannot be sure at what points she is speaking 

directly and unmasked” (13). What Mortimer seems to suggest is that a great literary work 

should reveal something personal about the author – it should establish an emotional 

connection with the reader. Literature must not be masked by atmosphere and formal 

conventions, but should communicate the inner sentiments of its author loud and clear. We 

are thus presented with a critique which is the polar opposite of Aiken’s Formalist approach; 

Mortimer is immersed in a Romanticist, biographically inclined type of criticism.   

As opposed to Mortimer’s views regarding what a literary work should concern itself 

with, Aiken’s problem with Mansfield’s short stories is based on a twofold sentiment about 

what literature should not be. First, excessive emotion and intensely felt impressions are 

products of the introspective observer, and do not reflect the work’s literary or symbolic 

qualities. It favours the particular and not the universal. The child’s language will always 

remain inferior to the sophistication and self-restraint which characterises the adult world. 

Successful form, in short, is only achieved through artistic maturity. Second, her choice of 

placing the child centre-stage as the privileged observer exposes the author’s inability to 

separate autobiography from fiction. The child becomes a vehicle for the author to express 

her sentimental longing for her own childhood and is altogether self-serving. Child characters 

mediate an author’s individualistic undertaking and are not constructed according to 

principles of aesthetic autonomy and inherent value. For the biographically inclined critic, 

however, the child’s value can be realised if we locate it outside the text. The child 

communicates that which is external to a work’s formal features, and while it is still a 
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reflection of the author’s life and personality, it also signals her creative genius. For 

Mortimer, then, it is Mansfield’s personality and her ability to establish an identification with 

readers which influence the value of her work, and not its objective distance from such 

notions. This aspect of a quintessentially Romantic reading means that the artist’s individual, 

artistic genius takes centre stage.  

Together, Aiken and Mortimer form an interesting pair of opponents. In fact, it almost 

seems as if they have read completely different texts altogether, when in reality they simply 

speak from two opposite theoretical backgrounds. Such debates helped create an immediate 

tension in the public reception of Mansfield’s childhood stories, a tension which is both 

reflected and contested in subsequent critique of her work. But while Aiken and Mortimer 

disagree on most things, they speak in unison when it comes to one matter: Mansfield’s 

general failure as an author. In both cases, her representations of children ultimately diminish 

the quality of her work. As such, we see how the child’s difficulty in adapting to new 

theoretical conventions, along with its inability to continue to secure a position within the 

romantically inclined Biographical criticism, leave it in a critical grey-area. Aiken and 

Mortimer’s dispute exemplifies a discourse which ultimately deems the child figure 

irrelevant. When examined comparatively, we see how such views may have helped advance 

the critical dismissal of Mansfield’s childhood stories in the years to come.   

 

1.3 The Murry Years 
From the late 1920s to his death in 1957, Murry’s creation of “the Katherine Mansfield-

myth” had a strong influence on posthumous responses to her work. As a prolific publisher 

and critic himself, his contributions displayed authority and conviction as he presented her to 

the public through her previously unpublished letters and journals.5 Much have been said 

regarding these efforts: his personal motivations have been criticised, his editorial methods 

have been scrutinised for manipulating the public image of his wife, and gaps have been 

filled by critics with missing information in order to restore a more balanced view of her 

personality and work (Gordon, “The Editing”; Waldron, “Mansfield’s Journal”). It is my 

contention that Murry constructed the Mansfield-myth according to Romanticist notions 

                                                
5 In “Works Cited” see: Murry, John Middleton, editor of The Journal of Katherine Mansfield (1927); The 
Letters of Katherine Mansfield (1928); The Scrapbook of Katherine Mansfield (1940); and Katherine 
Mansfield’s Letters to John Middleton Murry (1951). 
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which undermined her literary achievements during a time when such idealised 

personifications were increasingly frowned upon by literary critics. The author and the work 

should now be divorced from each other as much as possible – at least according to Aiken’s 

review. Murry’s efforts to present Mansfield to the reading public, with much more praise 

and enthusiasm than Mortimer, did the exact opposite. This contributed to the creation of a 

mythologised legend and gained her popularity amongst the reading public, if not so much 

amongst the Formalist scholarly community.  

In 1937 Katherine Anne Porter was quick to observe Murry’s ongoing efforts to 

mythologise his late wife, accusing him of showing “a professional anxiety for her fame on 

what seems to be the wrong grounds.” It is Mansfield’s work, she argues, which is “the 

important fact about her, and she is in danger of the worst fate that an artist can suffer – to be 

overwhelmed by her own legend, to have her work neglected for an interest in her 

‘personality’” (45). With the posthumous formulations of new peritexts – introductions, 

prefaces and commentaries – Murry effectively instructed the reader on how to interpret her 

stories. For him, their interpretations would always link back to the elusive personality of the 

author herself. He was especially fond of “Prelude” and “At the Bay,” often treating them as 

autobiographical sources alongside her letters and journals. Just like Aiken, Murry saw Keiza 

as Mansfield’s alter-ego, and while his image was communicated much more positively, I 

contend that this general idea, along with his rhetorical strategies, rendered Mansfield herself 

a woman-child and created a mirror-image of both Mansfield and her child characters as 

sentimental figures without literary agency. In a critical climate where Modernist art was 

praised for its stylistic qualities, Murry’s image contributed to a general devaluation of her 

work in the name of Formalism’s backlash against sentimentality. 

Two years prior to K. A. Porter’s harsh critique of his enterprise, Murry delivered a 

lecture titled “Katherine Mansfield,” which was later re-published in written form in 1949. 

The transcript is key to an understanding of the correlation between the creation of 

Mansfield’s romanticised legend and the child as a fictional object. Instead of undertaking the 

biographer’s task of fact-checking his “version” of Mansfield, I wish to interrogate the ways 

in which he imaginatively presents her as a Romantic child-figure through his choice of 

words and rhetorical strategies. Moreover, his insistence on the literary quality of her diaries 

and notebooks makes him uncritically equate these texts with her fictional universe. This 

merging of fact and fiction creates a seemingly organic whole for Murry. He argues:  
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[Her letters] form a single whole with her stories: one naturally fulfils and completes 
the other. Indeed, there were moments when it seemed to me that her letters more 
completely expressed the nature of her genius than even the most remarkable of her 
stories. (53) 

Even though he attempts to establish a dynamic exchange between her private writings and 

her stories, he nevertheless reveals that it is the “nature of her genius” which is his object of 

his interest. As will be seen throughout his lecture, her letters and journals do not necessarily 

provide literary interpretations of her stories – it is rather the stories which provide 

alternative interpretations of her personality. The elusive term “genius” is not explained by 

her narrative techniques or other conscious efforts to experiment with form and language. 

Instead, her “genius” signifies something given and “natural” within her psyche – 

unconscious and spontaneous utterings so mysterious they cannot be explained by intentional 

literary techniques. This form of transcendental genius echoes Romantic notions about the 

artist’s unexplainable power to move his or her audience. Moreover, by suggesting that her 

letters are of a quality which surpasses her actual work, Murry devalues her art and instead 

points us to his object of desire: the core of her personality. Similar to Mortimer, but 

communicated much more aggressively, Murry sees her writing at its most valuable only 

when it reveals something about the artist herself.  

Central to Murry’s assessment are efforts to construct Mansfield both as a woman-child 

and a child-artist: “It seemed to me a matter of cardinal importance that the world should 

know what manner of woman – or girl (for she wasn’t much more when she died) – 

Katherine Mansfield was,” he states (54). At age 34, having left her native home for good at 

age 19 (Tomalin 46), contracted gonorrhoea and tuberculosis which would eventually lead to 

her death, been married twice and having miscarried at least once (64–70, 173), Mansfield 

can hardly be described as a little girl. Yet, there is something about Murry’s willingness to 

publish her private writings against her wishes which mediates a desire to resurrect the 

innocence and purity of the Romantic Child he envisioned her as. The first testimony to this 

is his general inability to distinguish between her life and work:  

It means that there was no difference between her casual and her deliberate 
utterances; it means that her art was not really distinct from her life; it means that she 
was never what we understand by a professional writer; it means that she was 
distinguished by a peculiar gift of spontaneity. (“Katherine Mansfield” 54) 

Here, Murry presents Mansfield as a predominantly feeling creature; her writing resulted 

from her acute impressions of the world around her, bringing forth a sense of immediacy and 
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unfiltered, innocent experience. The idea of the sensitive and spontaneous artist resonates 

with Romantic discourses about childhood purity as a source of inspiration for the adult. Her 

“intense and innocent awareness of life” (55) infiltrated both her art and her persona, and 

therefore Murry refuses to call her a “professional writer,” as being professional requires 

objective distancing and the ability to undertake calculated decisions and structured thinking. 

Thus, Murry effectively removes Mansfield from Formalist ideas about “quality” literature as 

preferably divorced from everyday language and instead representing an internal, 

autonomous system (Habib 18). Such a difference between “casual” and “deliberate” 

utterances does not exist in her stories, because none of Mansfield’s utterances were planned 

or deliberate in the first place. In this way, Murry created an image of Mansfield as a woman-

child without an artistic agenda of her own. This mediates a one-dimensional view of the 

artist, ignoring her contribution to Modernism’s new aesthetics of self-conscious literary 

renovation and experimentation, and opposes new Formalist trends in literary theory. 

Murry was aware that his depiction could potentially undermine the seriousness of 

Mansfield’s art and trigger some sharp criticism of her work. He defends her “spontaneity” 

by stating: “I do not wish this word spontaneity to be misunderstood. It is not used to imply 

that Katherine Mansfield wrote as a bird sings, without effort.” Rather, he applies the word as 

he would with Keats, whose inspiration, he claims, would suddenly emerge after long periods 

of writer’s block, ultimately resulting in the famous “Odes.” According to Murry, these 

eighteenth-century poems “mark the topmost pinnacle of spontaneous utterance in our poetry 

since Shakespeare.” For him, spontaneous utterances derive from an “inward clarification,” 

meaning “an absence of any cleavage or separation between the living self and the writing 

self” (“Katherine Mansfield” 54). These statements make it somewhat difficult to grasp 

Murry’s abstractions in terms of Mansfield’s genius; he is pulled between eighteenth-century 

Romanticist notions of her God-given gift, executed with the immediacy of a child’s 

utterances, and the idea of the hard-working, meticulous artist. Still, there is something 

inherently childlike in the way he sees her talent as a natural gift which removes her from her 

Modernist contemporaries. Instead, he links her back to Keats and Romanticism whilst 

describing her with childlike attributes. This, whether he intended to or not, positioned her 

alongside the Romantic cult of childhood and not the newly celebrated “modern” writers of 

her time. 

When Murry shifts his focus to the content of the short stories and attempts to conduct a 

literary analysis, his observations are coloured by biographical concerns and nostalgic 

retrospection. For him, the stories are little fragments which can be used to unlock the secrets 
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of Mansfield’s personality. He quotes a passage from “At the Bay” where Keiza confronts 

her grandmother about death, and despite acknowledging the presence of a dialectic between 

wisdom and innocence in this passage, he argues that the characters’ ensuing tickle fight and 

inability to remember what they initially talked about shows that “Innocence, so complete, 

eludes the impact of Experience; just as in the grandmother’s experience has been passed 

beyond itself and become Innocence once more.” The grandmother joins Keiza in the 

innocence of childhood, a state Murry believes is powerful enough to make the adult regress 

back to being oblivious to mortality; a state where memory, experience and knowledge have 

“passed beyond themselves” and absolved their original form and significance. Murry’s 

removal of ideas about experience and mortality in his analysis corresponds to his idea of 

Mansfield’s philosophy of “simplicity,” again echoing her supposed childlike understanding 

of the world. This explains why he believes her art “was not . . . in the main a technical 

achievement,” but rather “a moral and spiritual victory” (59). In fact, Mansfield’s childhood 

stories were “the outward and visible sign of [her] inward and spiritual grace,” through which 

she “achieved a new condition of being – to have recaptured the vision of Innocence.” For 

Murry, they express more than anything “a joyous and loving acceptance of life” (61). Just 

like the innocent child, Mansfield’s greatest artistic achievements, according to her husband, 

was a result of being “perfectly pure, and perfectly submissive” (64).  

By undermining Mansfield’s technical achievement as a writer, Murry unwittingly denies 

her a place within the Modernist art movement and separates her from her contemporaries’ 

literary experimentations with form and style. She is no longer presented as an agent for 

artistic innovation and newness, but instead as a woman hopelessly stuck in a romanticised 

version of the past; she was submissive rather than radical, sentimental rather than 

subversive. Moreover, by presenting her with these traditionally feminine attributes – being 

“perfectly pure” and “submissive” – Murry hardly did her any favours in a literary domain 

where women writers struggled to be taken seriously in the first place. While there is no 

doubt that he attempted to create a favourable impression of his late wife’s work, the 

essentially Romantic notion of the child-artist was already quite outdated in literary circles at 

the time. This is reflected in critical responses to her work during the 1930s and 40s, when 

the backlash against sentimentality really started to take form. A growing tendency to discard 

Mansfield’s childhood stories like “Prelude” in favour of her more satirical stories started to 

emerge. As Jack Garlington observes: 
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One has only to pick up any of the little magazines from 1935 to our own time to find 
short stories fleeing any taint of “sentimentality,” usually fleeing any portrayal of 
child life except as a reflection of innocence betrayed or boxed in. Technically the 
stories, like the poetry of the time, are concise, terse, often elliptical. (60) 

The innocent child playing happily in her garden would always be the object of desire to 

some, but it also received criticism for being an illusionary, escapist figure. Because this 

period formed a backlash against sentimentality, it implicitly advocated a backlash against 

the idea of the Romantic cult of childhood. As such, by transforming Mansfield into a 

romanticised child-figure, Murry contributed to the notion of her work as immature, 

regressive and self-absorbed.  

Critics during this period did not, however, only treat her stories according to either 

Romanticist or Formalist paradigms. Some found problems with Formalism’s aesthetic 

autonomy and literature which divorced itself from social reality. After the Second World 

War, aesthetic autonomy was sometimes criticised for not recognising the historical 

conditions of a literary work and its moral and political agency (Hickman 2). Sam Hynes’ 

article “Katherine Mansfield: The Defeat of the Personal” (1953) may represent one of the 

harshest dismissals of her work according to this approach. Hynes does not see eye to eye 

with Murry and his belief that her writing was a “moral and spiritual victory” (Murry, 

“Katherine Mansfield” 59). Conversely, Hynes argues that readers have been seduced by the 

formal structure of her stories – her “exquisite sense of craft” – to the point where they 

ignore what he calls the writing’s lack of a moral structure (66–67). According to him, 

literature must not be judged on aesthetic and formal qualities alone, but also in terms of how 

it depicts and attempts to resolve social problems. “Katherine Mansfield never achieved this 

quality of certainty in her stories, never came to terms with the world, never achieved 

maturity in this sense,” he consequently argues. Hynes thus exposes Murry’s childlike 

portrayal to what he determines to be her social and political immaturity. He criticises her 

“lack of development” as a writer and calls her stories “monotonous and repetitious” because 

of their “single immature theme,” namely, how she favours the child’s point of view (67). In 

other words, the child figure stands not only at the centre of an aesthetic conflict, but also a 

political and moral one: 

We see the action of almost every story through the eyes of the child-heroine. . . . 
Miss Mansfield’s women are uniformly immature, horrified by the physical, repelled 
by sex and birth and the aggressiveness of men. . . . Keiza and her mother share a 
common vision of the world, a vision of a sensitive, defenseless [sic] child, cowed by 
the grossness and gratuitous brutality of the outer, adult world. (Hynes 67) 
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The child’s perception of the world will always be a limited one governed by fear, emotion 

and irrationality, and much like Aiken argued in 1922, Hynes sees all her characters as 

different variations of the author’s immature personality. But instead of resulting in a stylistic 

failure, as it does for Aiken, Hynes believes this stylistic achievement comes at the expense 

of moral awareness – a failure nonetheless. Mansfield avoids existential and ethical themes, 

testifying for Hynes that she grew up in an enclosed, sheltered home. Adult readers, 

presumably, have no way of relating to this world-view, and Hynes has no alternative 

interpretations at hand where the child figure is concerned.  

As Hynes goes on with his assessment, the child is first and foremost an autobiographical 

figure with little moral or political significance. Influenced by Murry’s publications of her 

private writings, he approaches the issue with plenty of confirming “evidence.” This allows 

him to analyse the author’s psyche in a way which previous critics like Aiken and Mortimer 

could not: “Katherine Mansfield never lost this frightened child’s view of the world; she 

never found the terms by which she could accept the existence of evil, which is, perhaps, 

what the moral problem amounts to in the end,” he claims. Her childhood stories staged a 

“retreat into her own childhood” where she got caught up in “escapist fantasies” as a result of 

her brother’s death in 1915 (Hynes 68). Hynes then goes on to discuss The Journal where 

Mansfield self-critically decides to develop a philosophy she called “the defeat of the 

personal”: a wish to capture the truth of experience in her writing.6 She now aimed to 

describe the world and her characters more objectively, which is a clear deviation from the 

subjective, sentimental mode she has often been accused of. For Hynes, however, her “defeat 

of the personal” was not an aesthetic problem of representation or “a turn from romantic 

egocentricity,” but rather an individual defeat of the self in “a quest for salvation.” Mansfield, 

he believes, was a deeply unhappy individual unable to face the realities of the adult world, 

stating that “her work remains for us . . . static in its perceptions, limited in its scope, and, at 

heart, sentimental and confused in its moral structure” (my italics, 69, 70). The childlike 

spontaneity which Murry celebrated in 1935 is, for Hynes, merely another manifestation of 

her immaturity as an artist.  

Mansfield-scholarship, then, became even more preoccupied with biographical questions 

after her death. And as we have seen, these notions stem in large part from her depictions of 

childhood and the preoccupation with her private life. Murry added fuel to the fire already 

                                                
6 Mansfield persisted in her efforts to perfect this vision. In a diary entry dated 27 January 1920 she wrote: “I 
am so wretched. But all the while I am thinking over my philosophy – the defeat of the personal” (Notebooks, 2: 
190). 
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instigated by critics such as Aiken and Mortimer when he connected Mansfield to 

Romanticism and the innocent child-artist, a view which has since been challenged but still, 

just like the Romantic Child itself, prevails today. While Murry did contribute to his wife’s 

fame, he also confirmed old accusations and instigated later dismissals of her stories, such as 

Hynes’ review, where biographical publications overshadow rather than inform aesthetic 

quality and ethical function. Her private writings are simply too readily available not to 

undergo critical scrutiny, and often end up supporting the notion that Mansfield’s less 

sophisticated and somewhat erratic diary jottings directly translates into her stories. 

Ultimately, the immediate and posthumous responses to her work have helped shape the 

overabundance of Biographical criticism in more recent years. 

 

1.4 The past 40 years 
The influence of feminist and postcolonial criticism during the past 40 years has given rise to 

a new appreciation for Mansfield’s writing and her dual status as a woman and a colonial 

subject. This, combined with the re-publication of her complete and unedited personal 

writings7 have, at least partly, restored her reputation as an artist and established a more 

balanced view of her work. Particularly, Julia van Gunsteren’s Katherine Mansfield and 

Literary Impressionism (1990), Pamela Dunbar’s Radical Mansfield (1997) and W. H. New’s 

Reading Mansfield and Metaphors of Form (1999) show a reappraisal for Mansfield’s style 

and her contribution to Modernist aesthetics. Other critics, such as Bennett in his work titled 

Katherine Mansfield (2004), takes a closer look at the relationship between art and life where 

the stories are in dialogue with Mansfield’s understanding of the elusive term “personality” 

as a literary subject. 

However, criticism after the 1970s is still affected by previous debates. Hankin’s 

Katherine Mansfield and her Confessional Stories (1983) provides a good example of these 

ongoing problems. He views her authorship through the dual lens of conventional biography 

and literary approaches. Factual data gets intertwined with close readings of her stories, the 

latter of which illuminate literary motifs, structural elements, symbols and narrative 

techniques. At the same time, the reader is offered information about her family, upbringing 

                                                
7 See: The Diaries of Katherine Mansfield, vol. 4 of The Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of Katherine 
Mansfield; The Collected Letters of Katherine Mansfield, vols. 1–5; and The Katherine Mansfield Notebooks: 
Complete Edition, vols. 1–2. See “Works Cited” for full publication details.  
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and interpersonal relationships, often detailing her travels around Europe in search of a cure 

for her illnesses. 

The purpose of including biographical data in Hankin’s literary analyses, however, is 

sometimes less clear. In the first chapter of the book, titled “Childhood Fantasies,” the child 

figure is seen less as a textual device than as a lens through which we may discover whether 

Mansfield had a happy childhood growing up in New Zealand or not. As such, we are yet 

again situated in the critical landscape of Historical-Biographical criticism. Torn between 

idyllic childhood fantasies and the occasional darker elements in her New Zealand stories, 

Hankin ultimately argues: “Outwardly comfortable her life might have been; but the evidence 

of her writing suggests that inwardly she was acutely disturbed” (5). Mansfield’s stories, and 

particularly ones written during adolescence, are treated as proof of this biographical 

statement, and Hankin assumes that the “secret” to her life and personality can be located 

somewhere in her fiction. This view presupposes that the object of interest for literary 

analysis is not predominantly Mansfield’s textual experimentation with the child figure, but 

rather how the child becomes a reflection of the struggles she endured in her personal life. 

Hankin sees her childhood stories as “thinly disguised self-portraits,” arguing that her 

“artistic self-expression was always indissolubly bound up with her emotional life” (3–4). In 

his extensive analysis of “Prelude” later in his book, he makes direct assumptions about 

Mansfield’s authorial intentions. He states: “The work represents her attempt to reconstruct in 

fiction the permanence and security of the home she repudiated and in real life could not 

replace” (116). In other words, the child becomes, yet again, a biographical object which 

blurs the lines between literary criticism and biography, between assumptions about authorial 

intent and the child’s aesthetic effects. 

Another critic writing some years prior to Hankin, Marvin Magalaner, is much harsher 

when it comes to Mansfield’s portrayals of childhood. In his work, The Fiction of Katherine 

Mansfield (1971), he infuses her authorship with Romantic connotations by comparing her to 

Wordsworth for making childhood stories “her trademark.” While he shows an appreciation 

for the later stories’ “enrichment . . . of technique and literary experience,” Magalaner also 

believes they suffer gravely from a lack of “intellectual depth” (122) He sees Mansfield as a 

writer perceiving the world from the child’s simple and naïve gaze, philosophically 

uncomplicated and thus irrelevant in terms of analytical scrutiny – there is, quite simply, no 

heavy material to decode (124). Her work is “shallow” and she “was unable always to avoid 

sounding like a child showing off before a doting audience” (123, 125). The parallels 

between the idea of childhood as a primitive stage and Mansfield as an author are made 
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explicit in his statements. Thus, his connections contribute to the prevailing notion of 

Mansfield as a minor artist, just like the status of the child as a minor figure. As Aiken 

observed in 1922, the author is unable to remain detached from her fiction and separate 

herself from her child characters. In other words, these critics’ childlike rhetoric is utilised in 

order to invalidate not only Mansfield’s overall authorship, but more specifically the 

complexity of her portrayals of childhood itself. In this sense, the reception history of 

Mansfield’s childhood stories seems to repeat itself, what Jauss calls a “second horizontal 

change” where the work’s reception has become “self-evident” (25). In other words, the 

meaning of her child characters as both biographical and minor figures have been eternally 

fixed in the critical unconscious. 

Hankin and Magalaner’s works are widely read and cited by researchers of Mansfield’s 

authorship to this day. Both demonstrate how biographical questions still end up confusing 

the exact object of study in Mansfield’s childhood stories: is it the historical person we wish 

to understand, or the literary legacy which this person left behind? They also showcase that 

this type of Mansfield-criticism, which seem to maintain a relevancy in academia, is still 

somewhat caught up in the infantilising language used to describe Mansfield and her work at 

the very outset of her career.8 Not only does the child invite us to explore how critical trends 

have formed in the past, then, but also how current systems of belief react to, and negotiate 

with, these past trends – sometimes deliberately, other times seemingly unaware of their own 

positions. When viewed through a historical lens the reception of Mansfield’s childhood 

stories is caught up with preconceived notions about what childhood itself entails: innocence, 

immaturity, spontaneity – ideas which are still attractive, but not always so when linked with 

a professional writing practice. The inability to distinguish between Mansfield’s life and 

work, along with her child figures’ inability to please Formalist critics, have left them on the 

margins of literary criticism. Somewhere between the discourses of idealisation and dismissal 

there should lie a more balanced reading which takes the child’s political, aesthetic and 

affective properties as a literary trope into account. With this contextual awareness, the next 

three chapters are my attempt at doing precisely so.  

 

                                                
8 I am not, however, suggesting that Magalaner and Hankin’s critical works should be dismissed as invalid 
criticism. Hankin’s Confessional Stories, for example, offers some illuminating close readings of her stories 
which I integrate and discuss in my own analyses (see chapter 4, section 4.3). These works exhibit positive 
qualities and complex observations, but do sometimes seem confused in terms of their coherency, their use of 
critical approaches and their overall main object of study. 
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2 The Romantic / Modernist Child: Keiza 
and Sun 

 

This chapter outlines the historical construction of the child figure in the Romantic era and 

the tensions brought on by Modernism’s dispute over its ideological and affective 

assumptions. This is exemplified through the child who is arguably Mansfield’s most well-

known: the girl Keiza from the novella “Prelude,” along with Sun, the little boy from a short 

story titled “Sun and Moon.” Part historical overview and part literary analysis, this chapter 

interrogates established discussions regarding idealising discourses about childhood in 

Romantic writing and combines them with specific textual examples. First, the two stories 

show how these children get conceptualised as Romantic figures, and second, how techniques 

such as focalization and narrative disruptions ensure that the dismantling of childhood 

innocence gets unveiled. As such, “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” reflect how the Romantic 

Child is a much more pervasive and complex concept than has been commonly thought, a 

figure which gets renegotiated through Modernist aesthetics without ever completely 

escaping its Romantic origins. Hence, there exists a duality in Mansfield’s children: for one, 

they play on Romantic sentimentality and encourage the reader’s self-reflexive and personal 

involvement based on nostalgic longing and emotional self-indulgence. At the same time, the 

narratives’ Modernist aesthetics and disruptions question the idea of childhood as an ideal, 

timeless state. Hence, Mansfield exposes underlying motivations for escapism and illusory 

perceptions of reality through the child in these texts.  

First, I provide an overview of characteristics associated with the Romantic cult of 

childhood, particularly the Romantics’ “invention” of the child as a conceptual construct 

through philosophy and poetry. It is this notion of the child as an idea which informs my 

subsequent analyses, and that is why it is important to dissect the idealising discourses which 

charged it with symbolic power in the first place. Then, I offer my own close readings of 

these stories, showing how the Romantic children in “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” perceive 

the world and communicate such idealising discourses through the stories’ mode of 

focalization. Second, I offer a short overview over nineteenth- and twentieth-century 

responses to the Romantic Child in literature, arguing that this figure, despite having been 

accused of presenting what has now become cliché, is nevertheless still present in the texts of 

this period. Modernism’s contribution to literature involved conflicting perceptions about the 
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child’s sentimental qualities and its usefulness as a device for literary experimentation. 

Hence, I examine how the stories’ Modernist aesthetics, which are realised through 

Mansfield’s narrative disruptions, deconstruct the child’s status as a figure of innocence. As a 

result, the narratives themselves dismantle the ideology of Romanticism. All these 

observations highlight the complexity of Mansfield’s literary children as they themselves 

enter the battleground between Romantic and Modernist aesthetics.  

 

2.1 The cult of childhood: Romanticism 
Eighteenth-century poets are in large part responsible for what has since become known as 

the Romantic “the cult of childhood.” In William Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of 

Immortality” (1807), one of literature’s most well-known Romantic children becomes the 

narrator’s source of both yearning and joy. The little boy is “in the might / Of untam’d 

pleasures, on thy Being’s height” – an ideal state of childhood innocence – yet the adult 

gazing upon it cannot help but reflect on “the inevitable yoke” to come as the boy will have 

to sacrifice childhood’s blissful ignorance and make his entrance into the corrupted world of 

adults: “Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight / And custom lie upon thee with a 

weight / Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!” (Wordsworth, lines 124–131). 

The central theme in Wordsworth’s poem is the power of memory and the experience of 

loss; the narrator is grieving the loss of his own spontaneous and carefree childhood and the 

loss of a former self which used to be free and fully conscious of its wholesomeness and 

connection with nature. As such, childhood is rendered a temporal state which can never be 

retrieved once it is gone. This notion is indirectly expressed in the poem’s opening lines 

where the narrator reminisces: “There was a time when . . .”, and later: “The things which I 

have seen I now can see no more” (1, 9). The mental state of childhood, which the adult so 

intensely yearns for, is characterised by an unknowingness of the world and its moral 

constructs and social expectations, of childhood as a time of unrestrained imaginary activity 

before civilised decorum put an end to this natural inclination towards spontaneity. 

Wordsworth’s poem thus captures the very essence of the Romantic Child, and remains one 

of the most influential literary examples of this trope to date (Richardson, “Romanticism” 

17).  

Allowing Wordsworth to introduce a discussion about the history of childhood is perhaps 

an even greater cliché than the current notion of the Romantic Child itself. Still, one cannot 

ignore how eighteenth-century poets continue to influence our understanding about its 
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cultural and philosophical significance. Adrienne E. Gavin sums up eighteenth-century 

idealising discourses about childhood as an expression of “a lost, idealized, clear-visioned, 

divinely pure, intuitive, in-tune-with-nature, imaginative stage of life, of whose spirit adults 

felt the loss and sought to capture in literature” (7–8). In other words, the child was, for the 

first time, given tremendous representational value, and this secured it a place within the 

realm of artistic imagination. Hence, when speaking about the “Romantic Child” I do not 

refer to a sudden change in the psychology and behaviour in real children at the time. The 

real, physical child is merely a starting point, a shape outlined on an otherwise blank canvas, 

where adults filled in these imaginary blanks with their own constructions and meanings. 

Roderick McGillis argues that for Wordsworth and other Romantic poets, the child always 

remained “more idea than fact” (102). In this way, we see how the Romantic construction of 

childhood was already embedded within a fictional frame from the very start. This open-

endedness provided writers with endless possibilities for imaginative play.  

This inherently fictional quality of the Romantic Child is reflected in another important 

work of the period: Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Émile, ou De l'éducation (1762). The aim of 

Rousseau’s treatise was to advance his ideas about a new philosophy of childhood 

development and education, stressing the nurturing of children’s individual autonomy, 

freedom and natural instincts. Ideally, children should form independent experiences of the 

natural world before entering civilisation and embarking on their formal education. In 

essence, as Shuttleworth proclaims, Rousseau’s theory sought “to retard development, to 

ensure that a child remained a child as long as ‘nature’ dictated” (5). In addition to being 

consistent with general Romantic views about childhood, Rousseau’s choice of not basing his 

case-study on a real child is significant. The little boy, Émile, is but a construct derived from 

the author’s imagination, much like Wordsworth’s child in the “Ode,” despite the texts’ 

different literary forms. As such, Émile is not only placed on the elusive border between 

scientific scrutiny and imaginary activity – between prose and poetry – but also between 

fiction and reality. “Émile” is but a novelistic device employed in order to advance political 

and philosophical arguments, and the politics of the text, it seems, cannot exist without this 

child as a representational device. Even if Rousseau’s work presents itself as a treatise, the 

idealised child which he describes remains an introspective, fictional construct. Therefore, 

“Émile” is a true Romantic Child, a construct which is, in the words of McGillis, “more idea 

than fact” (102). Ultimately, Wordsworth and Rousseau helped advance the period’s 

idealising discourses about childhood, and both contributed to an aesthetics where the child 

was granted a fictive, conceptual status. 
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A critical understanding of the Romantic Child should look beyond its transcendentalism 

and acknowledge it as a construction in response to specific political and social 

developments. The artistic expressions of the Romantic period were in large part a reaction 

against Enlightenment doctrines emphasising rationality as the key to scientific, industrial 

and intellectual progress. As Jerome J. McGann reminds us in The Romantic Ideology (1983), 

critics studying the Romantic period should avoid getting absorbed in Romanticism’s own 

trans-historical ideology. “The idea that poetry, or even consciousness, can set one free of the 

ruins of history and culture is the grand illusion of every Romantic poet,” he argues, stressing 

that critics tend to get seduced “by an uncritical absorption in Romanticism’s own self-

representations” (91, 1). Even if the child was set apart from culture and civilisation by the 

Romantic poets, superior to and divorced from humans’ social circumstances, McGann’s 

arguments cast light on the importance of not ignoring the historical context from which it 

originated. McGann’s ideas about Romanticism as ideologically charged, itself a variant of a 

hermeneutic of suspicion (Richardson, Literature 28), bring attention to the hidden agendas 

behind the idealisation of the child and provides a historical framework for understanding its 

construction.  

Understood as a product of the Romantic ideology, the child gets encapsulated and 

reconstructed symbolically in order to soothe the social and existential anxieties of modern 

society. For the Romantics, the child represented a former, infantile state of modern 

civilisation during a time when increased industrialisation led to the individual’s experience 

of alienation. The search for the lost autonomous self, now fragmented by modernity, could 

be located somewhere in a symbolic past, in nature before science sought to rationalise and 

explain it, and the child seemed to offer a lens through which this world could be retrieved. 

What makes the child especially compelling for criticism is the very endurance of this 

Romantic ideology – the ideology it originated from in the first place – despite the 

renegotiations it underwent in the early twentieth century (Rowland 9). These social and 

political origins may help answer the following question: why make the Romantic period so 

central in a discussion about what is, essentially, a Modernist authorship?  

It is my contention that Modernism’s literary representations of the child figure cannot be 

fully appreciated unless criticism acknowledges the Romantic ideology as the origin of its 

invention. The invention of the child points to adults’ new-found and enduring interest in 

trying out different modes for representing children, and what these representations might 

signify on a larger scale of aesthetics and social reality. The idea that the literary child is a 

potential bearer of symbolic content is a Romantic idea which is ever-present in Western 
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culture, even if the content itself continually evolve and serve different purposes in different 

contexts. Moreover, industrialisation and technological developments have not diminished in 

the West. Our continual struggle to navigate in an increasingly complex society, problems 

which directly informed Romantic ideals, ensures that the nostalgic symbolism of the 

Romantic Child had, and still has, a function for social escapism.  

The Romantic legacy of childhood, as Reinhard Kuhn argues, ensures that the child 

continues to be “the inarticulate bearer of tremendously significant but undecipherable 

tiding” – long after the Romantics themselves ceased to exist (6). The child’s supposed 

tremendous signifying potential and the difficulty one faces when trying to present this 

knowledge through language makes it a compelling literary device. Its paradoxical ability to 

represent the inaccessible, to articulate that which is already lost, marks its potential for 

introspective self-scrutiny and for exploring ideas about the self and the modern 

consciousness. Moreover, the child can reflect any given society’s system of beliefs or self-

delusions – sometimes supporting them, other times challenging them. The next sections 

show how ideas about the Romantic Child get incorporated into Mansfield’s portrayals of 

Keiza and Sun, followed by an exploration of how her Modernist aesthetics ultimately 

dismantle the Romantic illusion which she initially sets up in the texts. 

 

2.2 The Romantic Child: “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” 
“Prelude” is one of Mansfield’s most celebrated stories. It takes place in New Zealand and 

follows the Burnell family’s big move from the city to the countryside and describes their 

activities during the first few days at their new home. Because the story follows each of the 

family’s members throughout, slipping in and out of their consciousness’ with often rapid 

shifts, it also marks one of Mansfield’s most ambitious experiments with a fluctuating 

narrative perspective. In Genette’s terminology, this technique is called variable internal 

focalization. In the sections where children form the main cast of characters, the narrator’s 

focalization means that the point of view offers a depiction of the world as seen through the 

eyes and expressed via the language of the child. The child’s interior is not inaccessible to the 

narrator like it is in Wordsworth’s “Ode” – in “Prelude” the narrative perspective gives the 

reader access to the semblance of a Romantic worldview through Keiza. Her exploration of 

the garden echoes quintessential qualities of the Romantic Child, particularly notions of its 

free-spirited creativity and artistic intuition, which forms a contrast to the adults in the story. 
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When Keiza explores the garden for the first time, Mansfield evokes the image of a child 

who is attuned to and appreciative of the finer details in nature: 

There were clumps of fairy bells, and all kinds of geraniums, and there were little 
trees of verbena and bluish lavender bushes and a bed of pelargoniums with velvet 
eyes and leaves like moths’ wings. There was a bed of nothing but mignonette and 
another of nothing but pansies-borders of double and single daisies and all kinds of 
little tufty plants she had never seen before. (72) 

The precision with which each plant is classified according to type and the story’s botanical 

fixation reveals the text’s Romantic immersion into the natural landscape. This display of 

botanical knowledge, however, is not consistent with the general idea of a child’s 

inexperienced vision, unless Keiza has been rigorously schooled in botany, which the text 

gives us no indication of. However, the precise classifications of “geraniums,” 

“pelargoniums” and “mignonettes” are coupled with, or rather contrasted by, more childlike 

and imaginative associations: some flowers have “leaves like moths’ wings” and there are 

“all kinds of little tufty plants she had never seen before.” As Keiza participates in this 

associative play she reflects defining features of quintessential Romantic childhood, but the 

scene also reveals an informed adult perspective; a figure knowledgeable in botany who is 

lurking in the background. Such hidden interests are revealed through the narrative’s sudden 

inconsistent point of view, even as the child’s associative play on words remain intact. It is as 

if the adult and the child perspectives engage in a narratorial exchange where the narrator 

offers more information than the child’s dominant mode of focalization would normally 

allow. In this instance of paralepsis we see how the adult’s Romantic ideology, in the form of 

a botanical interest, reveals itself through the text’s very structure and narrative situation.  

The Romantic Child as a vehicle for critiquing modernity formed part of the Romantic 

ideology’s idealising discourses which continued well into the twentieth century (Hankin, 

“Cult of Childhood” 28). The story’s variable focalization places Keiza in opposition to her 

family members, and this allows Mansfield to critique the grown-up world’s alienation from 

nature and their fixation upon status and cultural demands. The wonder with which Keiza 

observes the garden is contrasted by her father Stanley’s more practical view: “‘You see land 

about here is bound to become more and more valuable . . .’”, along with aunt Beryl’s 

underwhelming thoughts; “‘It’s pretty certain nobody will ever come out from town to see 

us,’” and mother Linda’s dismal claustrophobia: “She saw herself driving away from them all 

in a little buggy, driving away from everybody and not even waving” (65, 89, 66). Keiza’s 

unique ability to exist in-tune with nature is clearly set apart from the adult world and forms 
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the text’s underlying critique. Stanley is only preoccupied with his own economic profits and 

is submerged in his capitalist interests. Aunt Beryl does not see the natural surroundings as 

liberating; she has already reached an age where expectations of a good marriage weigh 

heavily on her shoulders, and she is worried that no man will ever visit her in this remote part 

of the country. Keiza’s mother, already broken down by childbearing and the oppressive 

demands of patriarchy, feels even more detached not only from her family, but also from 

herself. She sees no other preferable outcome from the move to her new rural home than the 

possibility of finally escaping it. While the adults engage in their respective personal 

musings, the child, by contrast, exists quietly in the present moment, surrounded by nature in 

blissful solitude. Keiza’s appreciation for nature accords her with a privileged position 

amongst her family members when perceived through a Romantic lens.  

Tracy Miao argues that Keiza’s privileged position is due to her unique ability to derive 

artistic inspiration from her natural surroundings, an ability which the adults in the story lack 

(150–151). Adopting John Ruskin’s theory of “the innocence of the eye,”9 Miao designates 

the role of the “child-artist” to Keiza (Miao 144–145). In the garden, the girl decides to ask a 

servant for an empty matchbox and starts the planning of her artistic experimentation: 

She wanted to make a surprise for the grandmother. . . . First she would put a leaf 
inside with a big violet lying on it, then she would put a very small white picotee, 
perhaps, on each side of the violet, and then she would sprinkle some lavender on the 
top, but not to cover their heads. (72) 

Keiza knows exactly what she wants her artwork to look like, thus planning with careful 

precision the arrangement of the different flowers. But her creative vision lies as much in the 

potential exchange as it does in its design. Deciding to gift her beloved grandmother and 

maternal figure, Keiza is presented in a favourable light as inherently good-hearted and 

affectionate, willing to share her Romantic vision with others. Mrs. Fairfield, whose freedom 

is constricted by household duties, plays along with the script and acts delighted and 

surprised when Keiza presents her “the picture”: “‘Good gracious, child! How you astonished 

me!’” (73). Seldom able to enjoy the garden herself, Mrs. Fairfield is offered a miniature 

representation of it through Keiza’s innocent eye, just as the reader is offered a glimpse into 

the imaginative mind of the child through the narrative’s internal focalization. As George 

                                                
9 In his 1856 drawing manual Ruskin notably stated: “The whole technical power of painting depends on our 
recovery of what may be called the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish perception of these 
flat stains of color, merely as such, without consciousness of what they signify, – as a blind man would see them 
if suddenly gifted with sight” (64). In other words, “the innocent eye” sees everything anew, untainted by the 
adult world and its prejudices. 
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Shelton Hubbell asserts, “we interpret everything through her child-mind, free, unsuspicious, 

unafraid, winged by imagination” (326). The joy which the Romantic Child presents to the 

adult, then, is showcased in this passage as a vision of lost innocence which is, if only 

temporarily, regained.  

The Romantic worldview showcased through Keiza in “Prelude” finds its echo in “Sun 

and Moon.” In this story two siblings observe preparations for an extravagant dinner-party 

which is to be held at their parents’ estate that same evening. As opposed to “Prelude” where 

focalization is variable and the narrator slips in and out of each character’s consciousness, the 

narration in “Sun and Moon” is fixed throughout. It is the older sibling, the boy named Sun, 

who ensures the story’s childlike perspective. The language in this story is even more 

childlike than in the former, which Linda Pillière outlines in her linguistic analysis: wrongful 

pronunciations, incorrect use of grammar and word boundaries, lack of precision and overt 

use of indeterminates, repetitions, short sentences and a general incapacity to correctly 

analyse data (144–152). These characteristics ensure that the divide between the world of 

adults and children becomes especially prominent. This story deals not with the child’s 

connection with nature like we see in “Prelude”; the setting is not a garden, but rather the 

confines of the family home. Sun’s creative observations are nevertheless of the same artistic 

and associative quality as Keiza’s, and showcase that the creative abilities of the nature-child 

endure even in a very different and much more constricted environment. Sun thus displays 

characteristics of the innocent eye of Romantic children as everything around him is 

perceived with a childish sense of wonder. But just like we see later in “Prelude,” the illusion 

of innocence is soon to disrupt the narrative in disturbing ways.  

At the outset, however, the story parallels the idyllic natural scenery in “Prelude” through 

depictions of domestic idyll. The opening presents similar childlike descriptions and leaves 

no doubt as to Sun’s young age: 

In the afternoon the chairs came, a whole big cart full of little gold ones with their 
legs in the air. And then the flowers came. When you stared down from the balcony at 
the people carrying them the flower pots looked like funny awfully nice hats nodding 
up the path. (136) 

Adjectives such as “little” and “funny awfully nice” suggest a childlike observer, and the 

direct address in the clause following clause, “when you stared down from the balcony,” 

infuses the child’s world with an almost universal status, as if the flower pots looking like 

“funny awfully nice hats” turn into a self-evident observation. It is also an open invitation to 

the reader to enter the child’s gaze uncritically and with immediacy, to join in on the 
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figurative imagery and associative play which is unfolding on the page. The sibling 

relationship between Sun and Moon is then established, as well as Sun’s point of view as the 

elder brother: “Moon thought they were hats. She said: ‘Look. There's a man wearing a palm 

on his head.’ But she never knew the difference between real things and not real ones” (136). 

Moon has yet to enter what Dunbar terms “the mature world of separate consciousness and 

symbolic significance” (150). For the younger sibling, everything which can be observed 

seems be plausible and real, while Sun dwells on the border between the child and adult 

consciousness. He partakes in the associative game, yet recognises that what things look like 

are not necessarily what they, in fact, are. The opening thus sets up the premise for the rest of 

the story: the divide between the adult and the child’s worlds, the disruptive journey from 

innocence to experience and the problems of interpreting and navigating between the two. 

Sun’s direct addresses to the reader and the fantastical imagery with which ordinary 

objects are described – even the naming of the characters themselves – infuse the realist 

landscape with the child’s Romantic worldview of mythology and fairy tales (Dunbar 150–

151). This means that watching the cook prepare dinner becomes an exciting adventure full 

of new impressions: “He made squiggles all over the jellies, he stuck a collar on a ham and 

put a very thin sort of a fork in it; he dotted almonds and tiny round biscuits on the creams” 

(137). The child’s limited language means that these sensory experiences must be described 

through imaginative associations; the words for each individual dish and their unique 

preparation are beyond reach and belongs to the world of adults. But Keiza’s attention to and 

fascination with detail is nevertheless echoed in this passage. The child may not be able to 

understand why the household is preoccupied with so many unusual activities, however, 

Sun’s ability to construct representative images around a single, miniature phenomenon is the 

narrative’s prime focus throughout: 

Oh! Oh! Oh! It was a little house. It was a little pink house with white snow on the 
roof and green windows and a brown door and stuck in the door there was a nut for a 
handle.            

When Sun saw the nut he felt quite tired and had to lean against Cook. (137) 

The miniature house represents the ideal home in all its domestic bliss, and the nut in 

particular has a profound effect upon Sun, whose overwhelming reaction – “Oh! Oh! Oh!” – 

points to the child’s ability to discern artistic qualities in minute details, details whose 
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significance escapes the adult’s busy gaze.10 Pillière suggests that the number of visual 

details in “Sun and Moon” reveal the child’s limited point of view: the focalizer is “someone 

who views the world in a different way from us and is unable to synthesise all that he 

experiences” (151). This is certainly true if we look at Sun’s reaction to the little nut; he is 

completely overwhelmed by the fact that one object can signify another when placed in a 

different context, and the fact that a nut can suddenly become a door handle. Sun’s sudden 

appreciation for the nut exists on the border between his rite of passage into the symbolic 

world of adulthood and his current status as a Romantic Child with the “innocent eye” of an 

artist. The little house is not simply a pudding to be served and eaten as it is for the adults in 

the story; for Sun, it gains autonomous value as an aesthetic object. 

Ultimately, “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” play with ideas about the Romantic Child 

through their respective modes of internal focalization. While the Romantic aspects of 

Keiza’s character are expressed in her interactions with the natural world, Sun displays the 

Romantic Child’s clear-visioned and intuitive appreciation for artistic details within the 

domestic sphere. In both cases, the child’s gaze is drawn to specific objects, whether a 

“picture” made of leafs and flowers or a little nut representing a door handle on an ice 

pudding. These are details which escape the adults whose lives revolve around efforts to 

uphold their social status; activities like arranging parties, making profit off real estate, trying 

to secure a good marriage and excessive childbearing overshadow other aspects of life like 

appreciating little, everyday occurrences and existing in the present moment.  

Keiza and Sun’s worldview is uncomplicated and trans-historical, subscribing to a 

Romantic ideology which favours the individual’s autonomy, connection with nature and 

imagination. This also, as we have seen with various critics, make a case for aligning 

Mansfield’s artistic sensibilities with that of a child and dismissing her as an author in the 

process. But as will become clear, Mansfield employs these idealising discourses about 

childhood only to brutally dismantle them. This is where her Modernist aesthetics disrupt the 

grand Romantic illusion which she has been accused of immersing herself in. Before 

continuing my analysis, I will trace the historical developments which form the backdrop 

through which these disruptions unfold.  

 

                                                
10 This is a recurring theme in Mansfield’s fiction. The nut in “Sun and Moon” echoes Keiza’s similar 
infatuation with the miniature lamp in “The Doll’s House” (1921, 2: 414–421): as the children gather around 
their new toy, Keiza cannot take her eyes off the “little exquisite amber lamp” in the dining room: “But the lamp 
was perfect. It seemed to smile to Kezia, to say, ‘I live here.’ The lamp was real” (415). 
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2.3 The cult of childhood: Realism and Modernism 
Nineteenth-century realists continued to explore the child’s potential for activating emotions, 

but this time not by placing them in a sublime, natural setting, but rather against a bleaker and 

more realistic background. As Naomi Wood asserts: “[The realists] gave increased attention 

to the physical and material circumstances of children shaped – often warped – by their 

environments” (120). Oppression and exploitation of children became important political 

themes in such narratives, Charles Dickens being one of the most prominent literary 

advocates during the Victorian period. Mansfield was an avid reader of Dickens herself, and 

her capacity for depicting the marginal position of the child against an oppressive world of 

adults echoes Dickens’ novels of victimised and orphaned children (Smith, “Mansfield and 

Dickens” 193). The reader’s emotional engagement with the child thus changed its tune; 

instead of encouraging introspective nostalgia, Victorian children appealed to the adult 

reader’s sympathies in the hopes that they would encourage social change. In other words, 

the writer’s Romantic, inward gaze now turned towards external realities. The child was still 

a “sentimental” figure, but the motivations for representing it as such had changed.  

Mansfield uses many of the thematic concerns advanced by the Victorians when 

depicting child characters; they are often silenced, victimised and experience emotional as 

well as physical abuse from grown-ups. The power imbalance between children and adults, 

and the often devastating consequences as a result, was of great concern throughout her 

writing career. The key difference between Realism’s conventions and Mansfield’s 

Modernism lies in the latter’s emphasis not only on action, plot and content, but with a more 

resolute experimentation with literary form. The victimisation of the child was now also 

conveyed through the narratives’ very structural designs. The Modernists took inspiration 

from the Romantic Child’s innocent eye in efforts to see the world anew, and this creative 

playfulness enabled them to exploit its unique point of view as a means to take things apart 

and re-arrange them in unusual ways (Higonnet 93). In other words, Modernist aesthetics 

exploit the child as a metaphor for a new philosophy of art as experimental and playful, and 

the focalization of the child’s point of view became a narrative technique for conveying these 

ideas through literature. These efforts often involve the deconstruction of social and political 

undercurrents, particularly the breaking apart of Romantic ideas about childhood innocence. 

Paul March-Russell argues that for Mansfield 

. . . the childhood self becomes a battleground for the power structures that underwrite 
family relations and individual socialization. [Mansfield was] constantly emphasizing 
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the newness of experience for her child characters, most notably Kezia in ‘Prelude’ 
and ‘At the Bay.’ This emphasis upon the new, although implying a Ruskinian notion 
of the innocent eye, is ultimately embedded in the Modernist project of renovating 
language. (209) 

The ambivalence between the presentation of the child’s innocent eye and efforts to then 

break childhood innocence apart is central to Mansfield’s dismantling of the Romantic 

ideology. By renegotiating the characteristics of the Romantic Child through shifts in 

narrative focus, her stories play on readers’ affective expectations only to later dismantle 

them. This brutal subversion of innocence reveals the oppressive power structures inherent in 

family relations, and grown-ups’ inability to understand the child’s distress when confronted 

with adult realities. The child’s “emphasis on the new” paradoxically becomes an emphasis 

on the “old,” but the old renegotiated in new ways, infused with social and ideological 

critique.  

Mansfield’s literary experimentations with child characters and focalization convey 

Romantic ideas about innocence, but her narrative disruptions ultimately dismantle the 

idealising discourses she initially set up. This explains why the Romantic Child endures in 

her stories, and why it is such an important figure for Modernism’s aspiration to break both 

narrative perspectives and social structures and normative beliefs apart. This links back to the 

importance of acknowledging the Romantic discourses about childhood rather than simply 

dismissing such notions as outdated and cliché; they still endure, but do so in a hybridised 

form, often existing in order to be dismantled, both thematically and structurally. Ideas about 

children are not first generated and then displaced by something entirely different; rather, 

ideas remain but get renegotiated and contested, and new perceptions are added on to an 

already existing conceptual framework. The children in “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” bear 

the burdens of all the periodical constructions examined thus far, from Romantic to Victorian 

and towards the new aesthetics of Modernism. The following textual analyses discuss how 

this tension unfolds in the two stories, illustrating that the dismantling of the Romantic 

ideology’s gets weaved into the narrative structures of the stories themselves. 

 

2.4 Dismantling the Romantic Child: “Prelude” and 

“Sun and Moon” 
Just as Keiza leaves her grandmother and ventures outside after giving her the matchbox-gift, 

she discovers an island made of grass beyond the lovely garden, where “nothing grew on top 
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except one huge plant with thick, grey-green, thorny leaves” (“Prelude” 73). As opposed to 

the colourful flowers, this “huge,” “thorny” and decaying plant is something Keiza cannot 

fully make sense of: “Some of the leaves of the plant were so old that they curled up in the air 

no longer; they turned back, they were split and broken; some of them lay flat and withered 

on the ground.” The plant captivates Keiza’s gaze much like the flowers in her matchbox did, 

or Sun’s fascination with the little nut. This time, however, the object produces confusion and 

underlying fear because she is quite simply unable to symbolically reconstruct it into 

something else, something which she is able to understand: “Whatever could it be? She had 

never seen anything like it before” (73). We later learn that it is an aloe plant, but for the time 

being it belongs to an inaccessible world which the child does not yet comprehend. The plant 

produces an uncanny mood in the narrative and displaces the child from a happy, seemingly 

uncomplicated Romantic landscape and into a temporal space which is much bleaker, 

signalling that a different reality lies in wait for Keiza somewhere in the future.  

Not only is it significant that the colourful flowers in the garden – representing growth, 

vitality and nature – is associated with the grandmother; the decaying aloe, conversely, links 

mother and daughter together in disconcerting ways. Linda, who is otherwise absent from the 

children’s lives, suddenly appears out of nowhere: “[Keiza] stood and stared. And then she 

saw her mother coming down the path” (73). The aloe marks the only direct interaction 

between mother and child, foreshadowing the beginning of Keiza’s passage from innocence 

and unknowingness to experience. The aloe symbolically reconstructs the adult world as a 

world of deterioration, a world which her mother begrudgingly inhabits and which Keiza will 

inevitably have to face. The fact that Linda is morbidly drawn to the aloe supports the notion 

of identification between them. Later, she tells Keiza’s grandmother: “‘I like that aloe. I like 

it more than anything here. And I am sure I shall remember it long after I’ve forgotten all the 

other things’” (87). Linda and Keiza share the creative ability of identification with objects, 

but the aspects which captivate them are inherently different from each other. The two scenes 

represent two opposite perspectives: Keiza’s colourful flowers mediate a Romantic 

worldview of innocence, imagination and creativity, and Linda’s preoccupation with the 

decaying aloe suggests what comes after: old age, patriarchal oppression, and, in short, the 

loss of the world of childhood.  

The aloe unsettles Keiza’s earlier exploration of the garden, rendering the innocent eye a 

largely temporal and perhaps illusory state. It also foreshadows a much more brutal rite of 

passage in the coming sections, when Pat the handy-man takes Keiza and the rest of the 
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children down to the paddocks where he is about to behead a duck. At first, the beheading is 

presented as an exciting adventure by Pat: “‘Come with me,’” he said to the children, “‘and 

I’ll show you how the kings of Ireland chop the head off a duck.’” He describes the ducks as 

follows: “‘There is the little Irish navy,’ said Pat, ‘and look at the old admiral there with the 

green neck and the grand little flagstaff on his tail.’” Sceptical at first, the little boys, Pip and 

Rags, get particularly excited at the prospect of this militaristic make-believe game. Keiza’s 

sister is worried that their parents may not grant the girls permission to participate: “‘Do you 

think we ought to go?’ whispered Isabel. ‘We haven’t asked or anything. Have we?’” (80, 81) 

In addition to revealing that the children are already somewhat attuned to traditional gender 

expectations – the boys are excited to witness the violence, the girls are more apprehensive 

towards the idea – Isabel’s concerns also suggest that what they are about to see involves 

something forbidden in a more universal sense. The children’s mixture of fear and excitement 

places them on the border between the safe world of childhood and the unknown world of 

adulthood.  

Still somewhat scared and apprehensive, the children gather around Pat in a circle as he 

chops the bird’s head off: 

Pat grabbed the duck by the legs, laid it flat across the stump, and almost at the same 
moment down came the little tomahawk and the duck’s head flew off the stump. Up 
the blood spurted over the white feathers and over his hand. (81–82) 

The children are immediately overcome with excitement at this sight: “Even Isabel leaped 

about crying: ‘The blood! The blood!’” They are described as “shouting,” “shivering,” 

“jumping,” “laughing” and “running” around the duck as it starts to waddle towards the 

stream – likely in a fit of post-mortem spasms – “with only a long spurt of blood where the 

head had been” (82). Fullbrook describes this scene as “an adult ‘rite’ of death” which 

represents “. . . a primal fall from innocence, and it is also a scene in which a male parent-

figure initiates the children into slaughter” (74). Dunbar similarly notes: “In the beheading 

episode we have not the innocent and idealised children of the early Romantics but savage 

and instinctual twentieth-century beings” (141). The scene presents the splitting of two 

worlds through imagery of violence and death, and it turns into a brutal dismantling of 

Keiza’s Romantic worldview. It also reveals a much darker aspect of nature; not only a 

source for the individual’s creativity and experience of wholesomeness, the environment is 

also inherently indifferent to humans’ emotional needs and any illusions about immortality. 

This sudden “hysterical thrill of the sadist,” Hubbell remarks, mediates “the deeply 
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disquieting consciousness of belonging to a society which subsists by such dark, repulsive 

deeds . . .” (331). It is precisely here that we witness the radical and “modern” Mansfield who 

renders the Romantic notion of childhood innocence suspect, and exploits the darker 

undercurrents already embedded within Romanticist escapism. The scene marks a break from 

the dominant mood of the rest of the story, especially Keiza’s peaceful wanderings around 

the garden, and infuses the scene with a shock-effect – a total deviation from how the 

children have been perceived up until this point. Mansfield’s narration dismantles any notion 

of the idealised Romantic Child and breaks up this illusion.  

Despite the children’s transformation from innocents to degenerates, the moment does not 

persist. Keiza’s reaction re-introduces the ambivalence of Modernism’s re-negotiation with 

the Romantic ideology, while also marking the darker potential inherent in Romantic 

idealism from its very conception: 

But Keiza suddenly rushed at Pat and flung her arms round his legs and butted her 
head as hard as she could against his knees.  

‘Put head back! Put head back!’ she screamed. 
When he stooped to move her she would not let go or take her head away. She held 

on as hard as she could and sobbed: ‘Head back! Head back!’ until it sounded like a 
loud strange hiccup. (82)  

The Romantic idealisation of innocence is revealed as a vulnerable construct when Keiza 

screams in horror at the sight of the duck, and the passage highlights how Mansfield’s 

Modernist aesthetics fulfils Romanticism’s darker potential – its very conceptual 

impossibility. Keiza wants to reverse time and go back to a state prior to this loss of 

innocence, to unlearn the knowledge of death and other such unfathomable aspects of adult 

life. But this is, of course, not possible. The narrative’s repetitions – “Put head back!” – 

suggest that the child is in a state of stasis and denial. W. H. New argues that repetition in 

Mansfield’s fiction “draws attention not to movement or enterprise or vitality but to a lack of 

progress, a failure of alteration, an inability to embrace change, a resistance to time” (103). 

This “failure of alteration,” of not digesting new impressions and making sense of them, 

becomes a contrast to the definitions of Modernist aesthetics as future-oriented and its efforts 

to discard old conventions and make things anew. It is first and foremost Keiza’s illusions 

regarding the natural world as an endless source of joy and creativity which is deeply 

disturbed when she faces the mysterious aloe and witnesses how Pat violently kills the duck. 

Her close identification with nature was purely innocent, but is now, at least partially, 

thwarted by her exposure to the grim realities of the adult world. But she also clings to her 
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Romantic worldview even as she faces its brutal dismantling, and is thus caught on the border 

between not only two worlds – the child’s and the adult’s – but also between two aesthetic 

modes.  

A similar exploration takes place in “Sun and Moon.” The children were put to bed when 

the guests arrived, but they manage to sneak downstairs in the middle of the night just as the 

party is over. Again, Mansfield applies a narrative technique involving contrasting 

perceptions, not unlike the juxtaposition between Keiza’s joyful exploration of the garden 

and the uncanny appearance of the aloe plant: 

And so they went back to the beautiful dining-room.  
But–oh! oh! what had happened. The ribbons and the roses were all pulled untied. 

The little red table napkins lay on the floor, all the shining plates were dirty and all 
the winking glasses. The lovely food that the man had trimmed was all thrown about, 
and there were bones and bits and fruit peels and shells everywhere. There was even a 
bottle lying down with stuff coming out of it on to the cloth and nobody stood it up 
again. (“Sun and Moon” 140) 

Chaos, disorder and incomprehensibility; this is the child’s reaction to what is, in fact, the 

remaining signs of a successful, if somewhat rowdy party. Dunbar observes the story’s 

central theme as a conflict between innocence and experience: “The sketch is another rite-of-

passage tale; a fable about the inevitable spoiling of perfection and of the child’s primal sense 

of contentment” (150). A minor story compared to “Prelude,” I will nevertheless argue that 

“Sun and Moon” continues the former’s exploration of childhood innocence – not in the 

garden or in the strange new house, but within the safe confines of the bourgeois family 

home. Moreover, the imagery in Sun’s observations suggests a similar form of violent 

slaughter. Here, the scene presents an allegorical battlefield where violence has been inflicted 

upon an otherwise harmonious and perfect world. Not only are the décor and dishes 

“untidied” and “dirty”; everything else has been “thrown about,” and there are “bones and 

bits” scattered all over, along with “stuff coming out of” a bottle, almost as if it was blood 

discharging from a dead body. Yet again the child observes – but this time figuratively – such 

trivial events in the grown-up world as filled with violence.  

Like the beheading-scene in “Prelude,” the focus in “Sun and Moon” is placed on a 

specific object – the house with the little nut for a handle – and the irreversible act of tearing 

it apart. Like the other scattered bits and pieces, the ice pudding-house has also been broken, 

and when Father asks the children if they want to have a taste, Moon takes the nut off the 

door and eats it. The rest of the family’s greedy gorging takes on a savage nature:  
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“Have a bit of this ice,” said Father, smashing in some more of the roof. . . . 
“Daddy. Daddy,” shrieked Moon. “The little handle’s left. The little nut. Kin I eat 

it?” And she reached across and picked it out of the door and scrunched it up, biting 
hard and blinking. (141)    

Echoing Keiza’s “Head Back! Head Back!” Sun also panics at the sight of his sister eating 

his favourite decoration, but is unable to put his traumatic experience into words. Through 

verbal repetitions he, too, communicates an inability to accept that nothing in this world can 

be eternally fixed: “Suddenly he put up his head and gave a loud wail. ‘I think it’s horrid-

horrid-horrid!’ he sobbed” (141, my italics). The adults fail to explain the nature of these 

events to the child, thus bringing him no consolation or resolution. In this story, we see that 

adults unknowingly inflict pain and suffering upon the victimised child, who is unable to 

defend himself from his fragile position within this imbalanced power hierarchy. But more 

than anything, as Kuhn argues: “Often the representation of the child is an expression of the 

bourgeois infatuation with the family as the perfect social unit” (66). In Mansfield’s story, it 

seems the function of the miniature house is to both mirror and critique a seemingly perfect 

domestic sphere. At the same time this image, when it is later destroyed, conveys the idea 

that the infatuation with the family home is, perhaps, based on a similar Romantic illusion. 

Combined, the stories’ narrative disruptions can be seen to mirror the instability of the 

Modernist art movement overall. In other words, Modernism’s conflicted relationship with a 

Romantic past and its contrast to an increasingly bleak and troublesome outlook upon the 

future is weaved into the narratives’ structures. The breaking apart of the child’s world of 

innocence – when Keiza and Sun get victimised through the act of observing death and 

destruction – figures a break with the dream of a world built on Romantic illusions. 

Childhood innocence, like the old-world notion of a simpler, more in-tune existence with 

nature, belongs to an irretrievable past. Margaret R. Higonnet explains this ambiguous duality 

of the Modernist Child as follows: 

The emblematic role of the child possesses an ambivalence that reaches back to 
Romanticism. The symbolic child is linked both nostalgically with the past and 
proleptically with an increasingly mechanized future. We need to recognize the 
divergences and stylistic richness of this figure that adapt it to what Moretti calls the 
“instability” of Modernism, since the new – the future – appears in tandem with the 
past. (90) 

The “instability” of Modernism translates into the ambivalence between innocence and 

experience in these two stories; the child as a metaphorical device exists somewhere in-
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between the past and the future. As such, Keiza maintains some of her Romantic innocence, 

but cannot erase the memory of what she has just seen. She is both arrested in time and 

forever marked by this rite of passage into adulthood. These Modernist aesthetics illuminate a 

conflict between movement and stasis, between what Higonnet calls a “mechanized future” 

and the refusal to accept its inevitability. The universal experience of the brutal transition 

from childhood to adulthood ensures the child’s complex, stylistic richness and helps us 

dissect the tensions inherent in Modernist aesthetics. Mansfield’s treatment of the child figure 

and the disruption of its world thus illuminate Modernism’s conflicted relationship with the 

future and the past. 

Ultimately, “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon” both play on and subvert Romantic 

expectations about childhood. First, Keiza and Sun are imagined as true innocents: in-tune 

with nature, artistically gifted, imaginative and appreciative of the finer details in their 

surroundings. Through modes of internal focalization they communicate the fictional world 

via a childlike gaze and make things anew in ways which adults cannot. However, the finer 

nuances in such depictions were easily overshadowed by less favourable interpretations: 

when the stories were written, the Romantic Child was in large part seen as the product of a 

writer’s emotions and nostalgic longing, revealing a lower form of self-absorbed immersion. 

But these texts do not engage with such notions uncritically; Mansfield’s children are in a 

constant conflict between children’s world of illusion and the harsh realities which they must 

inevitably face.  

Mansfield’s narrative disruptions have the effect of disturbing Romantic illusions about 

childhood innocence. On a larger scale this reflects Modernism’s conflicted relationship to 

the past even as it looks towards the future, and the ongoing difficulty critics face when 

trying to locate the child’s place in the history of literature. And in addition, by dismantling 

Romantic childhood innocence, Mansfield indirectly dismantles her own literary reputation 

as a Romantic Child without artistic awareness or abilities to convey aesthetic and political 

complexity in her stories. Far from the one-dimensional “legend” which Murry helped create, 

her child characters disassemble the image of the emotional, spontaneous and non-

professional child-artist. My oncoming analyses explore how, when placed within a political 

and ideological battleground, the child’s subversive capabilities challenge normative systems 

of belief. In this context, ideological critique and emphatic involvement exist in a dynamic 

relationship with each other. 
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3 The Colonial Child: Pearl Button 
 

Six years prior to the publication of “Prelude” Mansfield was already establishing the trope 

of the Romantic Child in her stories. “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” showcases this 

theme through what Lorenzo Mari calls “a post(colonial) family romance” (63): set in a 

Pākehā settlement in New Zealand, the story follows a young girl, Pearl Button, as she is 

taken away from her home by two Māori women and spends a day at their village. A story 

which has often been dismissed as an immature tale of sentimental childhood innocence 

(O’Sullivan, Mansfield’s New Zealand 60; Snyder 140), “Pearl Button’s” Romantic 

undercurrents nevertheless reveal much broader social and political concerns. This chapter 

examines how the colonial setting infuses the Romantic Child’s unknowingness of the 

imperial world with subversive powers. The story’s internal focalization through the eyes of 

the child is juxtaposed by an adult perspective which reveals itself through instances of 

paralepsis, and this conflict between perspectives mirrors the power struggle between Māori 

and Pākehā, thus critiquing the instability of the colonial project.11 An understanding of the 

text’s narration reveals the social and political division between two ethnic groups, the 

imbalanced power structures which they are embedded within and the subsequent 

identification between the child and the Māori as marginalised individuals.    

At the same time, we can read Pearl’s adventure as the child’s ultimate victimisation at 

the hands of her own family, and her strong sensuous experiences and affection towards her 

abductors heighten the reader’s sympathy for her subsequent traumatisation. As such, we can 

empathise with Pearl’s loss of childhood innocence in much the same way as with Keiza and 

Sun, but instead of highlighting the child as a figure of the instability of Modernism, “Pearl 

Button” highlights the child as an emblem of the instability of colonialism, which gets 

communicated through the Modernist aesthetics of self-scrutiny. Published in London and 

thus intended for a British audience (Mansfield, Edinburgh Edition, 1: 288), the story’s 

message to the colonial power becomes one of critical self-examination. This is conveyed 

structurally through the narrative’s mode of focalization and the inevitable disruption of 

Pearl’s happiness, as well as through the text’s invitation to the reader to feel compassion for 

the innocent child. Empathic and deconstructionist responses thus work dynamically together 

                                                
11	The Māori are the native population of New Zealand. Pākehā is a Māori word for white British settlers (OED, 
“Maori; “Pakeha”). I retain the Māori etymon throughout this thesis as opposed to the Maori/Pakeha spelling. It 
is also worth noting that the plural form remains unchanged for both words. 	
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to convey the story’s meaning – a meaning which presupposes the reader’s active 

participation in the story’s hermeneutical conflict.   

 

3.1 Title and opening 
What it means to be kidnapped has different meanings at different times in the text, as does 

the idea of entrapment itself, and these contrary interpretations encapsulate the divide 

between the child focalizer and the adult narrator. In other words, interpretation is caught in a 

double-bind between our own world of prejudiced reason and the world of naïve inexperience 

which is presented to us. The story’s title is the most overt example of the adult’s paraleptic 

intrusion in the text and sets up expectations as to the nature of events which have yet to 

unfold. “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” is a descriptive, informative title that bears a 

hint of objectivism and authority. It contains no mystery in terms of the proceeding events; an 

identifiable person has been “kidnapped,” and we are about to learn how this criminal act 

unfolded. The reader is given, in five words, more information than he or she will receive at 

any later point in the text. The title’s perspective belongs not to the child, but to the narrator, 

and mediates an imperial, adult perspective (Smith, “Capture and Imagination” 421). At the 

outset, Pearl is made a victim through the eyes of the adult and becomes an observed object 

as opposed to an observer. This rests on the authority of the narrator; the seer and speaker 

suggests to us that a powerless child has been kidnapped, in other words, the child has been 

taken away by strangers against its will. The connotations are clear: the family home 

represents safety and the world outside the European settlement is synonymous with danger.  

However, the child focalizer mediates a perspective which is not in agreement with the 

story’s title. The shift occurs already in the opening sentences: “Pearl Button swung on the 

little gate in front of the House of Boxes. It was the early afternoon of a sunshiny day with 

little winds playing hide-and-seek in it.” Adjectives like “sunshiny” and “little,” along with 

imagery of winds playing hide-and-seek, form straightforward references to childlike 

language. And just like in “Sun and Moon,” the family home as the child sees it looks as if 

almost unreal; the “House of Boxes” mediates an artificial and somewhat frail structure, and 

with its “little gate” it seems to suggest a miniature object or plaything like a doll’s house 

rather than a sturdy, life-sized building. The words “pearl” and “button” also suggest 

smallness – delicate little objects which are normally contained along with other bits and 

pieces, perhaps in a box or a cupboard. The worldview is similarly restricted to what is 

immediately visible: the house, the street and the garden. Moreover, Mansfield highlights 
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Pearl’s solitariness, which further implies that she is not, for example, focalized through 

some other observing character: “She swung on the little gate, all alone” (285). As with 

Keiza, being alone can represent a Romantic Child’s ability to create spaces for undisturbed 

imaginative play, but in this story the child’s solitude is rather suggestive of her vulnerability 

in the adult world. According to the title, then, the child is not about to explore her garden in 

peace, but will soon get abducted and victimised in a big, dangerous world. 

In “Pearl Button” the idea of childhood as a strictly confined and shielded state gets 

dismantled via the child focalizer as she embarks on her adventure with the Māori. The 

tension between the idea of kidnapping and the concept of adventure “creates a strong 

ambivalence between the definition of ‘kidnapping’ and Pearl’s transgression,” Mari argues 

(69–70). This mediates how the conflict is first and foremost based around the inner 

structures of colonial ideology, and that Pearl’s positive experiences with her surrogate Māori 

family and her subsequent “rescue” back to her biological family by Pākehā police becomes 

an allegory for the settler society’s own delusions and oppressive family hierarchies. Moving 

from narration and focalization to ideology may seem like one giant leap. But the relation 

between form, content and context sometimes produces unexpected results. In this story the 

child offers perspective, the colonial setting offers the contextual frame, and the so-called 

“kidnapping” offers the semantic dilemma and, consequently, narrative suspense. Before 

proceeding, however, the colonial setting and its relevance to the narrative situation needs 

further clarification. 

 

3.2 Dismantling colonialism 
Historian Erin Ford Cozens remarks that new British settlers were eager to introduce civilised 

spaces in New Zealand during the nineteenth century. This was part of a conscious effort to 

acclimatise Māori inhabitants into British culture and domestic life (517). Thus, the settler’s 

enforcement of “the new” was a formula designed to infiltrate and ultimately overthrow 

indigenous communities’ ways of living through ideological subjugation. This is the reason 

why Māori and Pākehā interactions represent what Angela Smith sees as a very “painful 

history” (Introduction xiii). These tensions, Elleke Boehmer and Steven Matthews argues, 

testify to colonialism as the driving force behind the Modernist art movement in the West, 

which inclined some artists towards ideological self-scrutiny:  

The experience of colonial rule produced cultural and aesthetic processes that 
ultimately helped to trigger the delegitimation of that rule: the dissociation of 
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subjectivity, the dislocation of western sensibility, the valorization of the fragment, 
the reification of the alien, and the fascinated glance at the stranger. (287–288) 

For Mansfield, experimentation with narrative form became a way for her to delegitimise the 

oppressive aspects of colonial rule. The dismantling of colonialism in “Pearl Button” is 

especially mediated through the child’s ability to “make things new” in the name of 

Modernism; the child’s gaze upon a colonial landscape displaces Western systems of belief 

and perceived dominance. The focalizing child becomes a locus for Modernist aesthetics 

where notions of truth get re-examined from different angles and perspectives. Modernism, 

colonialism and the child, I argue, are thus intrinsically linked to each other, especially when 

seen as agents in narrative discourses. 

Pearl moves along in a fictional version of this historical landscape. As a colonial settler, 

Mansfield makes a point of emphasising her split identity; she is very much part of a British 

settler mentality, however, her young age makes her particularly prone to forming new 

cultural impressions. Initially, the Māori represent the figure of the “other” in the text and the 

backdrop through which Pearl’s Englishness is showcased and defined. Pearl observes the 

women as they approach her: “Two big women came walking down the street. . . . They had 

no shoes and stockings on, and they came walking along, slowly, because they were so fat, 

and talking to each other and always smiling.” The women’s bodies and clothes, their 

movements and interactions with each other are described with a sense of wonder and 

unfamiliarity. The Māori represent a break from the previously described suburban landscape 

with “the little gate,” the “road dust” and “the House of Boxes” – all signs of English 

domesticity which comprise Pearl’s world now fade into the background. After presenting 

herself and confirming that she is indeed all by herself, the women smile at her and Pearl 

reacts: “‘Oh . . . haven’t you got very white teeth indeed! Do it again.’ The dark women 

laughed, and again they talked to each other with funny words and wavings of the hands” 

(285, 286). The contrast between their dark skin and white teeth strikes the girl as particularly 

unusual. This contributes to the process of “othering” the Māori, yet Pearl’s childlike 

consciousness ensures that she is “innocent of racial categorisation” (Smith, “Mansfield and 

Rhythm” 114). She recognises the difference between herself and the women, but she does so 

without judgement or notions of racial superiority. 

The reader’s interpretation of these interactions is likely different from that of the 

unknowing child. While Pearl’s fascination with the Māori women’s physical characteristics 

suggests that she has never seen or talked to an indigenous person up close before, the reader 
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is much more likely to at least identify the ethnic implications of this “otherness.” As Smith 

further states, “[Pearl] does not label these things as alien to her sense of her own ethnic 

identity, though the reader probably . . . infers that the ‘two dark women’ are Maori” 

(Introduction xii). Because the Māori are described through the child’s restricted point of 

view, this assumption can only be made based on the reader’s interpretation of implied 

messages in the text not directly offered by the focalizing character. Genette exemplifies this 

using Henry James’ What Maisie Knew (1897), a novel which is also dealing with 

focalization through a child character who limits the flow of explicit information:  

“It has often been noted that Maisie sees or hears things that she does not understand 
but that the reader will decipher with no trouble. . . . Narrative always says less than it 
knows, but it often makes known more than it says. (Genette, Narrative Discourse 
197–198)  

Similarly, Pearl is too young to fully understand the politics of segregation, the racial 

discrimination against the Māori population and the idealisation of English domesticity. Pearl 

notes how the Māori are “keeping close to the hedge and looking in a frightened way towards 

the House of Boxes” (286). We are not told why they look frightened – Pearl is not able to 

explain this – but the implication is obvious to the adult reader: they are afraid of being 

chased away or scolded by her Pākehā parents. Thus, we are constantly reminded of the 

potential transgression involved in this type of contact – not through what the narrative 

directly says, but through what it makes known via implied messages. The possible 

transgression is not linked to Pearls’ judgements, but to the reader’s own notion of the Māori 

as “other.” As such, a double interpretative process gets engaged when the child ensures the 

narrative’s restricted field of perception.  

 

3.3 Sensory experience as ideological critique 
In order to understand how focalization engages the reader to fill in these “blanks” in the 

narrative, we need to turn to Pearl’s sensory responses to positive experiences. The story’s 

preoccupation with physical sensations becomes suggestive of interpretations which the text 

does not articulate explicitly, namely Pearl’s lack of intimacy with her own family. Her 

childish naiveté and trustfulness means that she gladly accepts the Māori’s invitation to visit 

their village: “‘You coming with us, Pearl Button? We got beautiful things to show you,’ 

whispered one of the women. So Pearl got down from the gate and she slipped out into the 

road” (286). Up until this point, Mansfield may still conform to a traditional child abduction-
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script and turn the Māori against Pearl, revealing their friendliness as a manipulative mask. 

The real turning point, however, is when the Māori calm the girl down after she shows her 

first signs of hesitation and fear. One of the women asks her for the second time if she is tired 

from walking yet: 

And Pearl shook her head again, but tears shook from her eyes at the same time and 
her lips trembled. One of the women gave over her flax basket of ferns and caught 
Pearl Button up in her arms, and walked with Pearl Button’s head against her shoulder 
and her dusty little legs dangling. She was softer than a bed and she had a nice smell –
a smell that made you bury your head and breathe and breathe it. (286) 

This is the moment when Pearl is closest to sensing that something is not quite right about the 

situation she is in. A primal experience of intimacy, however, triumphs over learnt precaution 

as the woman carries her in her arms. “She was softer than a bed” is a peculiar comparison 

which could suggest Pearl’s lack of similar experiences of maternal closeness to compare it 

with. Her bodily senses are powerfully activated by this spontaneous moment of physical 

contact as she breathes in the woman’s “nice smell” and buries her head in her skin. Her 

extreme sense of pleasure and the newness of this sensation suggest to the reader that there 

has been a lack of closeness of this kind in Pearl’s own biological family. Hence, trust is 

formed between the child and her kidnappers, and instead of fear Pearl experiences positive 

emotions and feelings of closeness, community and safety. The reader knows that these 

notions hardly correspond to the brutality evoked by images of child abductions, as the title – 

or the narrator – so readily proclaims, but which the child – the focalizer – ultimately rejects.  

But perhaps even stranger in this passage is the change of address which follows: “a smell 

that made you bury your head and breathe and breathe it” (my italics). We may presume that 

this change is another case of paralepsis where the narrator resurfaces and makes an intrusion 

upon the dominant narrative mode. At the same time, this alteration does not offer the reader 

more information than is necessary for the story to make sense, and it does not, for example, 

have the same function as the paraleptic title where an authoritative, objective stance is more 

evident. Something different is going on here: departing from the overall mode like this first 

and foremost creates a special emphasis on the words conveyed and highlights the 

significance of the feeling which is communicated. The direct address, as if the narrator is 

speaking to the reader, encourages self-reflexion and active participation. This may elicit 

some form of reminiscence; it was one of those smells that made you completely engrossed, 

the kind that you, the reader, have surely experienced before. It points to a universally known 

phenomenon which is at once personal but also a shared knowledge. If the text presupposes 
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that the desire to bury one’s head and breathe in the smell of another is instinctual, and thus 

recognised by all humans, the focus points to the sensuous experience of attachment itself 

and of intimacy as a primal need. 

On the one hand, the story’s preoccupation with colour, touch and smell is linked to 

Pearl’s act of establishing differences between herself and the strangers; the Māori have dark 

skin and she does not, they wear different coloured clothes, speak a different language, smell 

differently and move differently. On the other hand, as the physical and emotional bond 

between them intensify, her unfamiliarity with the Māori body gets overshadowed by a more 

primal experience of maternal closeness as something which is new to her. In this passage, 

Pearl’s sensuous response to being carried is particularly suggestive of this:  

The woman was warm as a cat, and she moved up and down when she breathed, just 
like purring. Pearl played with a green ornament round her neck, and the woman took 
the little hand and kissed each of her fingers and then turned it over and kissed the 
dimples. Pearl had never been happy like this before. (287) 

Like in the previous passage, we move further away from the implication that the Māori are 

dangerous kidnappers and closer towards the Māori woman as a surrogate maternal figure. 

Although the woman is rendered unfamiliar through the senses, Pearl is not enacting a 

process of “othering” her through discourses of racial superiority. Not only is this due to her 

general ignorance of ethnic oppression – there is another unfamiliarity overshadowing 

aspects of racial difference here, namely, Pearl’s lack of physical closeness from her 

biological mother. Hence, it is the physical sensation of the maternal body which is described 

as “other,” and not the Māori body as such. Again, Pearl makes a peculiar comparison: 

focusing on the woman’s breath, she thinks of her as a warm, purring cat. “She moved up and 

down when she breathed,” she notes, as if normal bodily movements are suddenly discovered 

anew through physical proximity. But the woman kissing her fingers and dimples is what 

ultimately gives Pearl away; completely overwhelmed, she “had never been happy like this 

before” (287). In other words, she had never experienced anything quite like this moment of 

intimacy and safety from her own family. Mansfield problematizes the child’s unfamiliarity 

with maternal closeness through her technique of focalization and change of address. The 

restricted viewpoint invites the reader to establish alternative interpretations of these 

encounters; they communicate the child’s primal need for physical contact with her mother, a 

need which has neither been acknowledged nor given priority up until now. 

Overall, it is the physical contact between kidnapper and kidnapped and the positive 

sensations which Pearl experiences in these situations – experiences which her own family 



 56 

has failed to provide her with – which render the Māori’s very act of “kidnapping” suspect. In 

this light, Meghan Marie Hammond believes that the psychology of the emotions in this story 

are especially significant: “Pearl experiences positive emotions that burgeon out of bodily 

experience” (63). The child’s expressions of positive emotions invite the reader to engage 

with Pearl’s situation on an emotional and empathetic level. But out of these sensuous 

descriptions of maternal closeness we also find an underlying critique of colonial ideology 

and an invitation to extend one’s sympathy towards the Māori community as a misunderstood 

people. Not at all the dangerous figures set out to corrupt the innocent Pākehā child, the 

Māori women in “Peal Button” are kind, patient and attentive to Pearl’s needs. Considering 

the child’s experiences of positive, innocent emotions as part of an ideological critique, we 

see how an empathic identification in the text at the same time, and rather paradoxically, 

activates a hermeneutics of suspicion for the reader. The “sentimental” descriptions of Pearl’s 

primal need for closeness and physical touch critique family politics and European 

domesticity, and the lack of maternal closeness within these structures ensures the child’s 

potentially damaging solitary existence. 

 

3.4 Victorian domesticity, motherhood and femininity 
Just as the story restricts the availability of contextual information, it also suggests several 

possible alternatives; it is through the child’s very silence, it’s ignorance and lack of 

understanding that we can inscribe it with history and ideological critique. In “Pearl Button” 

this is first and foremost a critique of the moral and social codes of Victorian society. Part of 

the Modernist art movement sought to expose and overthrow the old Victorian legacy of 

oppression and family politics through different means of artistic expression. Mansfield 

contributes to this by weaving in an underlying reassessment of the quintessential Victorian 

family home, and turns it into a critique of domesticity, patriarchy, motherhood and idealised 

femininity. The message is both subtle and highly transparent as it gets mediated through the 

absence of Pearl’s mother in the text. Her biological mother remains incomplete and obscure 

as a character, but the artificial quality of the ideological system is nevertheless made visible 

through her very absence as it is mediated via the child’s restricted point of view. 

As the problem of the distant mother remains unstated, it is nevertheless powerfully 

implied; she is the shadow lurking in the background and the story’s blind, inaccessible spot. 

However, she is not completely hidden, because her very absence ensures that she is, in some 

sense, everywhere. Pearl’s mother is only referred to twice at the beginning of the story, and 
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both statements connect her firmly to the domestic realm. First, when Pearl observes the 

street dust blowing in the wind: “Pearl watched it – like a cloud – like when mother peppered 

her fish and the top of the pepper-pot came off,” and second, when the women ask her where 

her mother is: “‘In the kitching, ironing-because-its-Tuesday,’” she replies (285). First, Pearl 

associates the street dust with her mother’s cooking, and second, she explains that her mother 

is busy with household duties; Tuesday is ironing-day, seemingly part of a strict domestic 

routine of which the child is very much aware. Both times the mother’s role is confined to the 

kitchen like it is the most natural thing, but the child’s response betrays the activity’s 

underlying patriarchal construction. In “ironing-because-its-Tuesday” Mansfield uses 

hyphens instead of spaces to separate independent words, and by compressing four words 

together like this, as if to be pronounced as one, the clause is infused by an artificial, 

mechanical quality. The child language’s orality, translated onto the written page, makes the 

sentence appear as a recited statement which is not the child’s own. “Ironing-because-its-

Tuesday” is presented as a habitual activity, part of the “order of things,” but the grammatical 

aberration suggests an imposition by someone else; the child is merely repeating, or 

imitating, a dogmatic consensus. Pearl’s language thus betrays normative beliefs about 

Victorian domesticity, and the hyphens in “ironing-because-its-Tuesday” reveal the 

artificiality and constructedness of “feminine” household duties. 

The mother’s absence is directly linked to her responsibilities regarding household 

management; being chained to the kitchen ensures her distance and lack of involvement in 

the child’s life. This was not uncommon at the time: “While Victorian writers on domesticity 

stressed the wonders of the parent-child bond within the privileged classes, in practice 

children belonging to those classes often had minimal contact with their parents,” Claudia 

Nelson observes (70). Again, this reveals the tendency for parents to disassociate the needs of 

real, living children from their purely abstract and idealised idea about children, highlighting 

the reality-gap between real and conceptual childhoods. In Britain, affluent families would 

normally hire servants and tutors to deal with the practical aspects of children’s upbringing 

and education. New Zealand, however, faced a shortage of domestic workers available for 

hire at the time, and even the privileged classes struggled to find nannies and housekeepers. 

Therefore, life in the colonies was often both harsher and more laborious than life in England, 

especially for women, whose workload only increased in their pursuit of the ideal “English” 

home in a land short of domestic labour (MacDonald 48–49).  

The Victorian idealisation of the family home as a sanctuary from the outside world, with 

the subservient and loving mother at its centre, continued to influence family affairs long 
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after the turn of the twentieth century (Houghton 419). Children placed in a colonial 

landscape further reveal the artificiality of British domestic culture; displaced in a foreign 

land, British family ideals were simulated only partly successfully, and always ran the risk of 

being unfavourably compared to indigenous culture. Mansfield struggled to come to terms 

with an inheritance of imperialistic and patriarchal systems deeply rooted in the national 

unconscious, infiltrating almost all aspects of everyday life. Because domesticity of this kind 

is politically charged with tenets in support of patriarchy, the private sphere could also 

function as a public symbol of the nation as a whole and “the hierarchy of authority that rose 

above it” (Calder 93). Overseas in the colonies this image was even more important to 

uphold; Cozens notes that feminine spaces in New Zealand such as the house and the garden 

represented “the standard by which the colony should be judged,” and similarly the angelic 

wife and mother served as the ideal by which indigenous women were asked to organise their 

households (517, 526). As such, women obtained a special status of importance in the 

colonies – their homes, or the “Houses of Boxes,” became symbols of the success rate of the 

colonial project overall. But obtaining this status came only with illusionary power, and the 

lonely children lacking maternal closeness as a result, like Pearl herself, became the often-

overlooked victims of such oppressive arrangements.  

The ethic of Victorian purity, as Walter E. Houghton explains, was also one of prudery; 

manifested in the division between public and private spheres, the term signals “all efforts to 

conceal the facts of life”: sexuality, nudity, death and domestic abuse (419). When Pearl is 

taken to the Māori seaside village, where “all the people were fat and laughing, with little 

naked babies holding on to them or rolling about in the gardens like puppies,” she witnesses a 

disorderly and naturalistic, but also freer society compared to her own Pākehā 

neighbourhood. She asks: “‘Haven’t you got any Houses of Boxes?” . . . ‘Don’t you all live 

in a row? Don’t the men go to offices? Aren’t there any nasty things?’” (287, 288). The last 

question is significant in this sense, especially as it is directly linked to the other three: the 

boxed-up family units, their neatly organised neighbourhoods, the men providing for their 

families – the child associates all these routine phenomena with other “facts” of everyday 

life, namely “nasty things.” Pearl never clarifies what these “nasty things” are, but her 

question nevertheless suggests that they could belong to her own domestic situation.  

On another note, these “nasty things” could also point to Pākehā attitudes towards 

indigenous people in general, or the common notion that different forms of transgression – 

sexual, violent and cannibalistic – occurred within these communities. If Pearl has been told 

by her parents that the Māori people engage in “nasty things,” her question reflects her 



 59 

surprise when she discovers that this does not reflect the reality she now observes. Thus, her 

question may also reveal common Pākehā prejudices against indigenous communities. 

Combined with the dual-notion that the “nasty things” reveal dysfunctions within her own 

family, we see that beneath the settler’s obsession with surface and concealment hides deeper 

disturbances, dysfunctions and, perhaps, violations which are, as it turns out, absent from the 

Māori community. The settler’s accusations against the Māori as a barbaric, uncivilised and 

overall indecent community – quite easily translated into adjectives such as “nasty” by a 

child – are now used to refer back to the English. Hence, the child reveals the story’s self-

scrutinising perspective on colonialism’s internal system of beliefs.  

Pearl’s interactions with the Māori in their village also challenge ideas about Victorian 

femininity. Her fluid identity as a figure existing in-between two cultural codes is enhanced 

by her young age and the fact that she has only partially been socialised into normative 

beliefs about proper feminine conduct. Her exposure to two distinct types of motherhood – 

her biological mother’s kitchen-duties and her surrogate mother’s freedom from such 

expectations – leads to confusion as she tries to navigate between the two sets of conventions. 

When the women arrive with Pearl in the Māori village she is placed “in a log room full of 

other people the same colour as they were,” where she tries to uphold learnt codes of 

feminine conduct: 

The women sat on the floor and Pearl sat down too. The floor was very dusty. She 
carefully pulled up her pinafore and dress and sat on her petticoat as she had been 
taught to sit in dusty places, and she ate the fruit, the juice running all down her front. 
(286–287) 

The first thing she notices is that the floor is dusty, and she knows that she must avoid getting 

her clothes dirty “as she had been taught.” Cleanliness signifies proper femininity, and 

unruliness belongs to primitive communities, and this notion seems somewhat programmed 

into her brain. However, in the same sentence we observe Pearl eating the fruit, “the juice 

running all down her front.” The bottom of her pinafore may be free of dust, but the front is 

completely soaked, and a breach against the elusive rule of femininity has been made. 

For Pearl this is a conflict between bodily desires – the hunger for food – and obedience 

to her social training. The ideal of self-restraint and control loses in favour of the body’s 

instinctual drive to indulge. Mansfield’s emphasis on the “juice running all down her front,” 

despite Pearl’s attempts to uphold modest conduct, signals a breach; like Eve eating from the 

forbidden fruit, Pearl unwittingly participates in an act of rebellion against the impossible 

ideal of femininity which, the text seems to suggest, denies women ownership over their 
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bodily drives and instincts. And Pearl knows she has broken this fundamental rule, even if 

she cannot articulate what that rule really is: “‘Oh!’ she said in a very frightened voice to one 

of the women, ‘I’ve spilt all the juice!’ ‘That doesn’t matter at all,’ said the woman, patting 

her cheek” (287). Reassuring her it does not matter, the Māori are placed outside this 

paradigm, representing the opposite of the delicate and quiet housewife who is selfless and 

never openly indulges in her own desires. Pearl is too young for any real sense of sexual 

awareness, but the passage suggests her unlearning of some basic principles of abstinence: do 

not indulge, do not let your appetite make you careless and vulgar, and keep your bodily 

desires to yourself. Little by little, Pearl is letting go of these attitudes. Rather than being 

presented as a “fall” from grace, the story emphasises her transformation in a positive light, 

as something the child experiences with a great sense of freedom.  

Ultimately, the story attacks established society’s prudery regarding children’s need for 

physical intimacy. The anxiety over human sexuality and the precautions taken to ensure one 

does not breach moral codes result in a detached and cold parental culture. The de-

sexualisation of both women and children creates the notion that both embody an unrealised 

potential for sinfulness which must, at all times, be denied, repressed and controlled. Because 

desire is deemed dangerous, the body which bears it must be inherently sexual, making 

unwanted sexual urges a real threat to the child-parent bond, a bond which must be 

characterised by virtue and innocence. The critique of these ideas may explain the motivation 

for keeping Pearl’s own mother absent from the story – it is an enactment of the faulty 

perception of parental distance as a means to protect the child’s innocence. What this ends up 

doing, the story seems to suggest, is the exact opposite: by stressing the need for protecting 

children from carnal sin and the importance of early self-restraint, the child, in fact, becomes 

sexualised, because it is forced to bear the burden of adults’ own fears and anxieties about 

bodily desires. The colonial setting becomes a way for Mansfield to contrast this culture of 

purity with the Māori villagers, and the child focalizer is left to make sense of these 

conflicting notions herself. Pearl unlearns the feminine codes which have been partially 

enforced upon her by her Pākehā family, and the effect is a critique of femininity as an 

oppressive, Western construct. 

 

3.5 Natural imagery, primitivism and colonial nostalgia 
As we have seen, the impact of the Māori surrogate’s physical touch and warmth critiques the 

detached, cold and disciplined approach with which established society treats domestic and 
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familial matters. Dunbar notes: “The deep contentment [Pearl] experiences on being caressed, 

and the nature-imagery which accompanies the description, suggest reversion to some 

original, ideal state” (41–42). Similarly, Jennifer M. Crawford’s posits that Pearl conveys 

various Romantic ideas through the story’s natural landscapes and the freedom which this 

imagery signifies for her. The story’s Romantic undercurrents present a world where the 

child is free from oppression and thus create “an opposition between the natural and cultural 

realms,” a dichotomy which clearly favours the former mode of existence. Pearl represents 

the Romantic idea of being at one with nature, divorced from civilisation and culture, and this 

view is presented in order to garner sympathy from the reader (Crawford 86). Pearl’s 

environment affects her in powerful ways, and her experiences end up overthrowing learnt 

conduct. As opposed to reacting with fear and anxiety as the familiar codes are overthrown, 

the child responds in positive ways. The underlying problem with this idealised perception, 

however, lies in its adherence to Western constructs of primitivism as a form of Romantic, 

colonial nostalgia. As such, Mansfield may never fully escape the idea of the Māori village as 

a utopian construct, but the story still manages to critique Pākehā culture.  

The return to a natural state is expressed via the child’s protests against a culture of 

female modesty, particularly through the removal of clothes as a means to enable greater 

movement and thus a closer connection with the natural world. The story contains several 

examples of this: upon arrival, “the woman who had carried Pearl took off her hair ribbon 

and shook her curls loose” (186). Later, Pear notes how funny their village is, while 

“watching the pretty girl while the woman unbuttoned her little drawers for her” (287). When 

they embark on the trip to the sea, “they took off her shoes and stockings, her pinafore and 

dress. She walked about in her petticoat and then she walked outside with the grass pushing 

between her toes.” The story’s preoccupation with undressing as an act of liberation is made 

more explicit as Pearl becomes aware of the physical sensation of the sand, the grass and the 

ocean: “The sand was wet as mud pies. . . . She paddled in the shallow water. It was warm.” 

While Pearl is shrieking with joy at the sight of the ocean, she also “forgot her fright,” and 

her body becomes completely submerged with nature. Yet again, this triggers a need to feel 

close to another human: “She was so excited that she rushed over to her woman and flung her 

little thin arms round the woman’s neck, hugging her, kissing” (288). The experience of 

being so close to nature without having to worry about getting herself or her clothes dirty is 

portrayed as a completely new sensation. Stripped of the last signs of settler society, Pearl is 

no longer trapped within the feminine ideal; bodily senses are suddenly activated, and 

through this she reaches a sense of freedom in the natural world. 
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These textual examples imply the following message: Western ideology of progress, the 

driving force behind colonial expansion, has lost touch with nature, and the child reaches 

back to this ideal state through its connection with the Māori. The Victorian family unit is not 

progressing towards some ideal state, but has merely lost touch with nature and with the 

human body as a source of deep kinship to others. Only by reversing back to a previous state 

can this be rediscovered, not by repressing those needs as an act of civilised conduct. 

Mansfield’s focalization of the child’s gaze in this colonial setting mediates a certain kind of 

Modernist irony: the Western construct of the “innocent eye” becomes the subversive means 

through which the de-legitimisation of Western ideology can take place. The child’s innate 

openness renders unfamiliar customs and behaviours suddenly familiar and natural, and this 

contributes to the mystification of the settler’s customs, all of which, within this framework, 

suddenly seem out of place. As such, the child’s gaze deconstructs normative belief systems 

and turn them upon their heads. The childlike innocence of Māori culture gets idealised as a 

welcome alternative to the corrupted adult world. But herein lies the risk of mistaking the 

“innocent eye” for a viewpoint transcending its own origins. The notion of capturing the pure 

essence of “the primitive” is itself a construct rooted in civilisation’s process of “othering” 

those who exist outside it.  

As an ancient aesthetic trend re-emerging in the Modernist art movement, primitivism is 

characterised by “a nostalgia for a pre-civilized condition,” according to Michael Bell 

(“Primitivism” 355). As such, primitivism as a motif for ideological self-scrutiny is not 

necessarily unproblematic. The fascination with children and indigenous people as bearers of 

a “pure origin” of human nature, untainted by Western culture, links the child figure to this 

aesthetic trend: “The idea of primitive man in this period represented a significant image of 

human wholeness, a counter-image to the felt alienation of modernity” (Bell, “Primitivism” 

357). The identification between Pearl and the Māori suggests their shared status as bearers 

of an idealised, pre-historic state of human nature. The Romantic connotations in these 

notions reflect not only Modernism’s ongoing dialogue with Romanticism, but also the 

affinity between the Romantic Child and the primitive “other” as an enduring Modernist 

construct. The risk of subscribing to these beliefs, then, involves a Romantic impulse towards 

idealisation, but this time of the child as a mirror for the colonised “other.” This 

fetishizisation enables established society to exploit certain desired or “lost” characteristics as 

a means not only to preserve a sense of wholeness, but also to control and diminish such 

people’s agency and active participation in their own processes of self-definition. As such, 
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indigenous people suddenly serve a Western nostalgic purpose, a purpose shared by the child 

figure itself. Hence, we see how Mansfield was not unaffected by such trends, and that “Pearl 

Button’s” idealisation of Māori culture and childhood innocence includes certain stereotypes. 

Mansfield may not fully escape this idealisation of the primitive, but by setting the utopian 

world up against the urban landscape of the settlements, she nevertheless manages to 

participate in a process of Western self-scrutiny. 

The notion of primitivism brings us back to the story’s paraleptic title. Here, the 

primitive is not seen as a utopian potential, but rather as a threat, “as that which follows and 

destroys a civilization,” according to Bell’s general definitions. The Pākehā child, as an 

emblem of the future, gets kidnapped by individuals from a pre-civilised community, thus 

symbolically thwarting the Western project of historical progress and growth. But 

primitivism can also be read as a forward-looking utopian vision (Bell, “Primitivism” 356), 

and the natural scenery in the story is responsible for this alternative reading. While perhaps 

presenting an impossible and nostalgic ideal, this use of the primitive still functions to 

critique central aspects of Western civilisation. When Pearl sits in the cart taking her and the 

women to the ocean, she describes her surroundings as follows:  

First fields of short grass with sheep on them and little bushes of white flowers and 
pink briar rose baskets – then big trees on both sides of the road – and nothing to be 
seen except big trees. . . . Birds were singing. (287) 

Pearl describes a natural landscape in full bloom where birds are singing, again emphasising 

the flowers and little bushes; like Keiza in “Prelude,” the plants especially catch her attention, 

speaking to her natural inclination towards all things aesthetically pleasing. The landscape is 

also perceived as wild and desolate: there was “nothing to be seen except big trees,” and the 

child’s smallness is emphasised as she drives through this majestic scenery. The Māori 

women are also eager to show Pearl the natural landscape surrounding their village, telling 

her that the sea is not at all dangerous, but rather “very beautiful.” Pearl’s positive response – 

“‘Lovely, lovely!’” – highlights their mutual appreciation for nature, while also constructing 

the Māori village as a utopian world (287, 288). Fullbrook argues: “The salient features of 

this story belong to the Romantic tradition that glorifies the ‘naturalness’ and ‘freedom’ of 

the savage over the inhibitions and pleasure-denying aspects of mechanical civilisation” (43). 

In other words, the Romantic Child’s appreciation for the beautiful yet solitary environment 

testifies to the narrative’s primitivistic perspective. Yet, the story’s ending tells us something 

about how Mansfield brings about the inevitable destruction of this utopian image. 
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3.6 Pearl’s real kidnapping and the story’s ending 
As we have seen, the freedom and absolute joy Pearl experiences through physical closeness 

problematizes the idea of “kidnapping” as defined by the European settler. The story’s title 

does not encapsulate the nature of events as they are focalized by Pearl herself. The ending 

brings us right back to where we started, but surrounded by an altogether different mood – 

strange people enter the scene, again ready to take the child away: 

Suddenly the girl gave a frightful scream. The woman raised herself and Pearl slipped 
down on the sand and looked towards the land. Little men in blue coats – little blue 
men came running, running towards her with shouts and whistlings – a crowd of little 
blue men to carry her back to the House of Boxes. (288) 

Pearl does not know who the “little blue men” are, but the reader may assume that they are 

policemen who have been called on to search for her. The idyll is abruptly gone: Pearl gives 

“a frightful scream,” the woman drops her on the ground, presumably ready to make her 

escape and avoid being arrested. The scene is full of “shouts and whistlings” and mediates 

terror and imminent danger. Who, then, is Pearl’s abductors in the story? And what does it 

mean to “be kidnapped” in this fictional universe? Dunbar gives an illuminating perspective 

on this dilemma: “Her estrangement resides – it turns out – not in the kidnapping but in her 

relations with her own family: she feels instantly ‘at home’ with her abductors, alienated only 

when compelled to return to her parents” (42). In sum, the actions taking place in this last 

section disclose the actual “kidnapping” in the story, subverting the expectations established 

in its beginning. The men are portrayed as threatening figures of male authority, symbolising 

precisely the control and oppression which Pearl has managed to free herself from.  

The irony of Pearl’s rescue is also reflected through the text’s emphasis on the men’s 

“littleness”: mentioned no less than three times in the sentence, the “little men” could in one 

sense simply refer to the physical distance between them and Pearl as they come running 

towards her from afar. A child, especially one in terror, may not be capable of immediately 

grasping their actual size because of the physical distance between them. At the same time, 

“little” could connote the idea of “lesser,” as in small-minded, morally corrupt or 

chauvinistic, along with a hint of condensation in the form of the men’s trivialness and 

unimportance. These are characteristics normally used to undermine the child figure, but 

now, it is the “powerful” men who must bear the burden of this infantilising language. Not 

only does Mansfield turn our expectations about what it means to be kidnapped in this 
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fictional universe upon its head – she also highlights the child’s subversive potential as she 

confronts her real oppressors.  

If this last sentence is laden with subversive criticisms and belittling rhetoric, it would be 

safe to say that it is a divergence from the story’s dominant mode of focalization. Again, we 

may infer that the narrator’s presence becomes visible. This time, however, the narrator does 

not present the Māori as barbaric as in the story’s title; (s)he sympathises with the child as a 

victim of family oppression. As such, a shift in narrative perspective has occurred which 

mediates the text’s invitation towards critical self-examination. It is the whole burden of 

civilisation which entraps the individual; the moral codes that forbid maternal closeness, 

sensuous experiences, and real connection with nature. At the same time, “Pearl Button” is a 

simple story about a girl venturing out on an exciting adventure, about the things she sees, 

hears, tastes and feels, and how she wants this day to last forever. Both complex and simple, 

the tale is at once a testament to Pearl’s happy day at the beach and the great cultural burdens 

of adulthood of which the child remains blissfully ignorant, but which the reader cannot 

ignore through the narrative’s implicit messages.   

The story’s ending, however, leaves central questions unanswered. What happened to 

Pearl after being taken away by the policemen? Was she punished by her parents for her 

recklessness in joining the Māori women, or did an increasing sense of the indigenous 

community as dangerous become programmed into her consciousness yet again? In either 

case, the story does not present a happy ending for Pearl, whose perfect adventure comes to 

an end. The ending leaves the reader with the bleak deterministic notion that Pearl’s 

“different model for individual and collective existence” is not powerful enough to overthrow 

old customs (Mari 70). The utopian vision is characterised by temporality and does not lead 

to real change. At the same time, this sense of unfairness, along with Pearl’s range of 

emotions in response to the two modes of existence, invite the reader to critically consider his 

or her own subscriptions to oppressive systems of beliefs. Echoing Iser, the implied reader is 

made aware of his or her of prejudices, of “the deficiencies inherent in prevalent norms and 

in his own restricted behaviour” (xiii). The child’s cry out for understanding and sympathy 

encourages us to look beneath the surface of our own collective existence and deconstruct the 

underlying power relations which chain us to limiting and oppressive behaviours.  

Still, another question arises from the story’s ending, one which is easily overlooked: 

whatever happened to the Māori women? Smith suggests that this unanswered question 

reflects the Pākehā’s indifference towards the fate of the Māori, and by enacting this 

assumption in the narrative, Mansfield also critiques it (“Capture and Imagination” 424). In 
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this light, we can also understand “Pearl Button” as a story which critiques the idealisation of 

the primitive by re-enacting it in the narrative. For as the story ends, the utopian idyll is also 

violently destroyed. This suggests, as Carey Snyder asserts, that Pearl’s adventure “is just 

that, an idealized vision, a Western fantasy” (147). In other words, Mansfield deconstructs 

idealising discourses of primitive people and childhood by directly enacting their conventions 

in the text. This endeavour is also echoed in her dismantling of Romanticism in “Prelude” 

and “Sun and Moon,” and aligns Pearl with her child companions. While Mansfield does not 

transcend Romantic stereotypes or escapist fantasies, she nevertheless exploits them in ways 

which encourage the reader to extend sympathy towards Pearl, which, in turn, reveal 

imbalanced power hierarchies and stimulate cultural self-scrutiny.   

Ultimately, “Pearl Button” presents a conflict of perspective between the adult narrator 

and the child focalizer, creating two opposite interpretations of the story’s events. The 

conflicting perspectives present the power struggle between the child and the adult as a lens 

through which we may understand the power struggle between Māori and Pākehā. 

This critique gives marginalised individuals a collective voice of protest: children, women 

and indigenous people are all deemed inferior beings, and the child focalizer becomes the 

voice through which protests against this notion can be heard. This perspective faces the 

constant threat of intrusions and alterations in focalization, all of which serve to remind us of 

the authoritarian, corrupted adult world looming in the background. The story’s title is 

important for this understanding; it sets up a set of Pākehā expectations, but by the ending, 

after the child has focalized her point of view, the title means something completely different. 

This effect is achieved through the child’s own experiences of physical closeness, formations 

of new maternal bonds, her immersion in the natural landscape and the processes of 

unlearning codes of civilised conduct and femininity. This is chiefly a textual endeavour – it 

is literature unique ability to present the childlike consciousness in narrative form which 

realises these interpretations. 

Just like in “Prelude” and “Sun and Moon,” then, Mansfield incorporates idealising 

aspects of the Romantic Child in “Pearl Button” only to later dismantle them as illusionary. 

While she may not completely escape romanticising discourses about primitivism, she 

nevertheless reveals such notions as another impossible and self-serving illusion of the West. 

The child’s self-reflexivity and the exposure to adults’ self-betrayal are themes explored even 

further in the upcoming chapter, where the seemingly idyll of the colonial landscape is 

replaced by bleakness, murder, and last but not least, madness.  
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4 The Mad Child: Els 
 

Out of all the stories examined so far, “The Woman at the Store” marks a radical turn away 

from the child figure as innocent and endearing. We are no longer immersed in the colonial 

romanticism found in “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped”; in contrast with Pearl, the child 

in “The Woman,” Els, appears uncivilised, animalistic and crude, and she is surrounded by a 

much bleaker colonial landscape. Both published in Rhythm and written around the same 

time, it is as if these stories were deliberately placed in juxtaposition with each other, as if 

representing two distinct forms of Pākehā life.12 Not only do the stories revolve around two 

very different colonial children, but they also incorporate different narrative perspectives. 

Instead of being focalized through the child’s point of view, “The Woman” is told from the 

first-person perspective of an unnamed female narrator. As such, the narration contributes to 

the marginalisation of the child as Els is denied her own voice. The reader is forced to make 

sense of the story’s events via the restricted information offered by the narrator, whose 

condescending attitudes towards the child are mediated through her own subjective 

comprehension. The unfavourable light which is cast upon mother and daughter, fraught with 

tensions and the narrator’s general suspicion, constructs them both as “mad” and shows little 

sympathy for their situation. As such, the narrator is the text’s analyser and “reader,” and the 

ways in which she “reads” the child from a cold distance advocates a hermeneutics of 

suspicion which the implied reader of the story is invited to partake in. As such, a central 

conflict in the text revolves around whether to read Els through a Romantic, empathic lens or 

through a pair of suspicious and essentially Modernist spectacles.  

Set during an expedition through the New Zealand backblocks, the narrator and her two 

male travel companions, Jo and Hin, are searching for a resting place for the night. Hin 

suggests that they should stop by a beautiful woman he knows – “as pretty as a wax doll” – 

who owns a store nearby. When they arrive, he is shocked to see that she is now just skin and 

bones, dressed in filthy rags with her teeth knocked out. She talks harshly to her child, acts 

brutish and has, by all appearances, lost her last ounce of middle-class dignity and feminine 

beauty. The woman welcomes the travellers inside and reveals that her husband left her and 

her six-year-old daughter in poverty and desolation some time ago, so he could go “shearin” 

                                                
12 The stories were originally published in 1912 in Rhythm, a literary avant-garde magazine where Murry 
worked as editor: “The Woman” in the volume 1 Spring edition, and “Pearl Button” in the volume 2 September 
edition (ctd. in Mansfield, Edinburgh Edition, 1: 276, 288). They were later re-published by Murry, shortly after 
Mansfield’s death, in the collection Something Childish and Other Stories (1924). 
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(272, 269). The child looks as deranged as her mother, but she also displays some odd 

behaviours, and, for the most part, sits in a corner drawing compulsively on pieces of paper. 

As the night unfolds and Jo charms his way into the woman’s bed, the child reveals her final 

drawing to Hin and the narrator, which portrays her mother’s brutal murder of her father. The 

revelation marks the story’s turning point and climax, but also its bleak ending and lack of 

resolution. One of Mansfield’s most plotted stories, then, “The Woman” also stands out as 

one of her few murder mystery tales (Alpers, The Life 155) and shows a very sinister part of 

the New Zealand landscape. The child’s supposed madness and the dark, colonial setting 

serve the suspicious reader with vast opportunities for conducting analytical scrutiny and 

uncover hidden messages.  

It is worth taking special note of the story’s publication history before proceeding with 

the present analysis. A little-known detail, but one of utmost importance, is Murry’s choice to 

make changes to the characters’ names in his posthumous edition. He renamed “Hin” a more 

masculine “Jim,” thus erasing some of the story’s inherent gender ambiguities; “Hin” is a 

shortened version of “Hine,” a female Māori name (Alpers, The Stories 551; Dunbar 44, 187; 

McDonnell 50–51). This publication detail provides background context for some of this 

chapter’s subsequent close readings. Despite their awareness of the female aspect of Hin’s 

name, no critic has, as far as my research shows, discussed how the name’s Māori origin 

affects the interpretation of the text. The manner in which I made this discovery and the 

extent of my research is documented in this thesis’ Appendix. It is my contention that 

Murry’s emendations not only obscure the story’s gender politics, but also the politics of 

Hin’s ethnicity. The possibility that Hin may be a Māori character has direct impact on my 

interpretation of the story’s child character and the political burden she is made to bear. Hin’s 

interactions with Els take on an altogether different meaning when we view him in this light, 

and the child’s already problematic relation to ideas about power gets further complicated 

when she is viewed through the Māori gaze.  

The problematics in this text are not, however, limited to its somewhat troubling 

publication history. Firstly, the narrator’s portrayal of madness favours suspicious readings 

over empathic ones. In other words, it is first and foremost the problem of the child’s 

madness as it is presented through the adult’s point of view which creates the ambivalence 

between suspicion and empathy in the story. The narrator’s observations lack any clear 

expressions of sympathy for the child’s neglect and abuse. Instead, her responses are based 

on detached and uninvolved judgements. Secondly, because the story is told through a first-

person narrator, it makes her the natural figure of identification for the reader. Her unaffected 
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emotional state gets communicated through the story’s narrative mode, and the non-existence 

of focalization through the child further discourages the reader’s empathic responses. We are 

not placed within the child’s consciousness, but situated outside it, making it harder for the 

reader to place him- or herself in Els’ shoes. The adult perspective ensures that the text 

contains hidden messages, suggestive meanings and obscured ideological undercurrents 

which centre around the child figure – all at the expense of personal engagement. The 

thematic and formal representations of madness are already situated within a discursive field 

characterised by the hidden, silenced and repressed, and to ignore the hermeneutics inherent 

in that which is concealed would be to ignore the child’s subversive effects. The idea of 

“hidden” messages dominates much of the story’s structure and dramatic effect, but at the 

same time, as the ending will reveal, what is hidden is not just obscure aesthetic metaphors, 

but rather the plain, descriptive and factual truth of violence as an inevitability of everyday 

life in the colony. Still, “The Woman” is not devoid of affective suggestions; just because the 

narrator lacks compassion for Els does not necessarily mean that the reader is not invited to 

form his or her own empathic understanding of her situation.  

First, this chapter outlines the text’s first-person narrative mode, showing how it enables 

the narrator to exercise control over representations of madness in secondary characters –  

particularly the child. This point of view also reflects different levels of investment, first and 

foremost the masked interests of the suspicious reader. Second, I provide a general history of 

madness as it has been articulated in the West and show how the suspicious narrator 

constructs the child as “mad” according to these paradigms. Moving on, the woman’s role as 

an instigator of empathic responses and ideological scrutiny gets interrogated via a nuanced 

reading which is placed within a dynamic framework. A suspicious reader is able to dissect 

hidden power hierarchies in the text, but even though these may seem static, there are several 

instances where such existing categories are challenged and subverted. Discussions of 

gender, race and class are central in this context, and the latter two are especially problematic 

where the character Hin is concerned. This is directly linked to his ambiguous ethnic identity, 

and is something which manifests itself through his interactions with Els. This is, to my 

knowledge, a new way not just of looking at the story’s racial aspects, but also the 

interactions between Māori adults and Pākehā children – something already noted in “Pearl 

Button,” but which manifest differently in “The Woman.” Delving further into the text’s 

undercurrents of power, I discuss how Els’ drawings become an alternative means of 

acquiring speech – an acquisition her “madness” has hitherto prevented her from, but which 

now manages to displace existing power hierarchies and unsettle the adult’s sense of reality. 
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Despite its detached narrative mode, the story thus encourages the reader’s self-reflexivity; 

not only on the level of his or her normative strategies for interpretation, but also in terms of 

the victimisation which is brought on by the child’s very constructedness itself.  

 

4.1 The narrator’s authority and disguised investment 
Representations of madness in literature are not something new, and several Modernist 

authors have experimented with this topos through different modes of narration. In some 

first-person works, like Knut Hamsun’s Sult (1890), the protagonist’s internal thought 

processes reveal his often faulty or unusual interpretations of reality, and monologues are 

often both incoherent and illogical. The reader is invited to question his reliability, and to 

judge whether his speech is marked by insanity or not. Other times, madness can be said to be 

located in the very structure of a text, like James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922). Here, the formal 

attributes and chaotic shifts in narration and syntax mimic the psychological experience of 

racing thoughts and delirium. In other works, the “mad” character is described externally, 

either by an omniscient narrator or a first-person hero who interact with this so-called 

“madman.” “The Woman” falls into the last category; the narrator becomes invested in an 

external character, making the claim for madness in her place with a sense of authority. Els is 

at first rendered silent against these claims, not only because the mode of narration denies her 

a voice, but also by the very nature of being a marginalised, inarticulate child.  

The story’s narrative mode is closely linked to the narrator’s authority regarding general 

constructions of madness in other characters. First, this is realised by her status as a 

homodiegetic narrator: a narrator who is present in the story he or she tells; and second, she is 

what we call an autodiegetic narrator, that is, a homodiegetic narrator who is also the story’s 

protagonist (Genette, Narrative Discourse 244–245). This dual privilege accords her with 

total power over the gaze with which events and people are described. Consequently, she 

acquires complete control over the story’s definitions of “madness”; its attributes, general 

characteristics, and the behaviours and physical traits she believes correspond to this label.  

The narrative situation is not the only aspect which ensures the narrator’s authority. As 

travellers, Hin, Jo and herself hold a privileged position marked by temporality. As opposed 

to the woman and her daughter whose existence is static and marked by entrapment, the 

guests have the freedom to leave the miserable scene behind at any given time. Bennett 

asserts: “Often in transit . . . Mansfield’s people are often hotel guests or lodgers, people with 

no fixed abode, on the way to somewhere else” (33). In this light, the travellers experience a 
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sense of inherent freedom in light of their status as travellers in transit, a freedom which also 

involves the ability to avoid responsibility and close attachment to the people they interact 

with. Snyder asserts: “The narrator is an unsettled settler, whose position is defined in 

opposition to the stasis of the woman at the store” (148). The tourist or the “guest” can 

observe her new surrounding quietly, take notes and make judgements, and detach herself 

from the reality of the situation, knowing that soon she will leave it all behind. This notion of 

freedom induced by the unsettled settler’s state of transit rings true in “The Woman” and the 

distant, oftentimes sarcastic and mocking attitudes which the travellers display. At the same 

time, if only temporally, Hin, Jo and the narrator depend on the settler’s hospitality for their 

continued survival in the bush.  

In their different ways, both settler and traveller exist on the margins of established 

society as colonial subjects and outsiders. We are not offered any information about the 

travellers’ past lives or motivations for exploring the New Zealand wilderness, and this act of 

paralipsis means that the narrator withholds contextual information from the reader. It also 

relates to the simple fact that the story begins in medias res; both techniques ensure that the 

characters have no histories or identities beyond the present moment. They exist in an in-

between state, neither in established society nor as settler-inhabitants. Because the narrator 

has no history or identity – even her gender is not revealed until the second half of the story – 

she has the appearance of a neutral observer of facts, seemingly uncoloured by the burdens of 

culture and history. Her recordings give the impression of not being obscured by personal 

musings and reflections, and by withholding facts about her age, status and interests we have 

less material available with which we can question her authority as the seer and speaker of 

events. Her anonymity becomes a blank slate which invites readers to participate and engage 

with the text as if we were, in some way, recounting it ourselves. 

The narrator’s detached attitudes and critical reflections mediate a resistance against the 

common attributes of “sentimentality,” and, by extension, against an empathic form of 

reading. Hence, her interpretations of the child can serve as an analogy for how suspicious 

readers approach texts. Toril Moi, in her latest publication Revolution of the Ordinary (2017), 

asserts: “The late modernist reader is a self-aware, knowing formalist. She wouldn’t dream of 

identifying with a character . . . and would dismiss a spellbound reading as naively uncritical” 

(215). However, underneath such a detached and Formalist approach one often finds a deep 

fascination and interest in literature – why else would the critic bother to conduct a literary 

analysis in the first place, if not because something in literature stirs her curiosity and 

engages her personally in the first place? Self-conscious literary critics, Moi seems to 
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suggest, often mask their interests by upholding a seemingly distant and Formalist position 

which achieves the desired outcome of “professionalism.” Mirroring this type of reader, the 

narrator in “The Woman” feigns disinterest in the child while scrutinising her, but certain 

passages reveal her underlying fascination and investment: “Through the dark we saw the 

gleam of the kid’s pinafore,” she states, and then: “She went, the lamp from the inside of the 

tent cast a bright light over her” (272). Els emerges from the dark just in time for the narrator 

to catch a glimpse of her. The narrator, in other words, is very attuned to Els’ presence, 

recording these swift moments of exposure instantaneously and with precision. This reveals a 

masked and personal immersion into her as an object of analysis.  

This notion of the invested critic in denial is also manifested in descriptions of the sinister 

weather which often accompany Els. The child’s appearances and disappearances are as 

sudden and brief as the thunder and lightning surrounding the characters: “Every moment the 

lightning grew more vivid and the thunder sounded nearer. Hin and I were silent – the kid 

never moved from her bench” (274). These acute descriptions of Els’ fleeting movements 

point to the observant narrator’s disguised investment in her, and the descriptions of thunder, 

darkness and lightning turn her into a figure of suspicion; they suggest that she might be 

hiding some dark secret of great significance from her. Like nature’s display of sudden 

thunder and lightning, this secret may have devastating and disruptive effects. Not only does 

the weather foreshadow the revelation of her final drawing and her mother’s crime, it also 

suggests that there exists a mystery to the story itself which is only solvable by infusing every 

little detail – the child’s subtle movements – with weighty significance. Nothing is quite what 

it seems, the child hides from plain sight, and both narrator and reader need to be careful not 

to miss anything. As with the strike of lightning, Els may suddenly disappear, taking her 

secrets with her before anyone has had the chance to uncover them. The story itself may do 

the same to the reader if he or she is not being attentive. Smith argues that such notions even 

lie in the very name of the child, which is an abbreviated form of “Else,” because it “hints at 

the tenor of the story itself; it is other, something else” (“Mansfield and Rhythm” 112). Just 

like the child, then, this story is not what it may seem at first to the suspicious reader – there 

are things which hide beneath its surface. As Moi accordingly states: “To read the text 

suspiciously is to see it as a symptom of something else” (175, my italics). 

The type of reader who would not dream of revealing her personal curiosities and 

affective investments in a text needs to repress her own motivations by remaining objective, 

aloof and seemingly in control of her emotions. The narrator states: “The kid in the counter 
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stared at us. She threw off her blanket and scrambled to the floor, where she stood in her grey 

flannel night-gown, rubbing one leg against the other. We paid no attention to her” (275). 

The narrator is able to describe Els’ precise movements in detail, “rubbing one leg against the 

other,” and the colour and texture of her clothes. In other words, she is clearly interested in 

the child. She notices that Els stared at them, yet claims that they “paid no attention to her.” If 

they paid no attention to her, how can she describe her clothes and movements in such detail? 

And why did these descriptions seem necessary to include in the narrative, if they were 

seemingly so unimportant? On a narrative level, we can explain this inconsistency as an 

instance of paralepsis, where the narrator offers more information about a character than she 

could have possibly known “both spatially and psychologically” at the time (Edmiston 741). 

However, the concept of paralepsis fails to explain the context in which these phrases are 

uttered; due to the characters’ proximity to each other it appears much more likely to be a 

case of unreliability – of denial – on the narrator’s part. The fact that she does not instead 

state, for instance, “we could not see her,” supports this. But this inconsistency cannot simply 

be reduced to a structural infraction – it also testifies to the narrator’s very ambivalence, not 

only towards the child, but also towards her own critical position in relation to it. While she is 

driven by a desire to look, she is also uncomfortable with precisely the act of looking.  

Like the suspicious critic, the narrator is very much interested in and affected by the 

object she scrutinises, yet she denies being personally involved or spellbound by it. The 

narrator is caught in-between a desire to look and a need to obscure what has just been seen, 

and in many ways, she behaves much like literary critics who act as if they are not interested 

in the texts they profess to demystify. This echoes the critical discussions which I outlined in 

the reception history of Mansfield’s authorship. Aiken, who saw Mansfield’s stories about 

children as “remarkably limited” and “extremely small” (10, 9), is nevertheless interested 

enough to go on about how these children are portrayed both realistically and with an artist’s 

true sensitivity. The fact that he goes to great lengths to explain her failure as an artist on 

these grounds reveals a level of investment in these stories, and suggests that while they did 

not meet his personal, Formalist criteria for artistic excellence, they must have stirred 

something in him for his response to go beyond mere indifference. Hynes, who denounces 

Mansfield’s ethical awareness, is no less disinterested in these child characters. He claims 

that her work is “static in its perceptions, limited in its scope, and, at heart, sentimental and 

confused in its moral structure” (70), but does so with such force and detailed descriptions, 

that we may surmise that he has at least taken some time to formulate these dismissing 

adjectives. For literary works which are so limiting, these critics surely have a lot to say about 
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them. This critical ambivalence is indirectly mirrored through the narrator’s disguised interest 

in Els, and suggests that beneath the “professional,” Formalist and suspicious approach lies 

an attraction and a fascination for Mansfield’s child characters. And perhaps, dare we say it, a 

certain level of real, critical interest.  

 

4.2 Demystifying the child’s “madness”: a suspicious 

reading 
Els’ intrigue is related to her displays of “madness,” and the narrator’s critical investigation is 

first and foremost motivated by a desire to understand this madness. Els’ “mad” behaviour 

leads the text to interrogate the adult’s ambivalence regarding the child, making her a 

character fraught with oppositions: she is both perverse and an artistic genius, both human 

and animal, the desired object and the dismissed “other,” both threatening and pathetic, seen 

and ignored, heard and disregarded. Her status as a deviant, perhaps even an evil child, is set 

up against the underlying notion that she is also a victim of circumstances, both neglected 

and continually abused. Her harsh upbringing has nevertheless robbed her of her more human 

and relatable qualities, thus leaving less room for the reader to identify and sympathise with 

her. Children like Keiza, Sun and Pearl all share archetypal childlike attributes of innocence, 

curiosity and playfulness. Els, by comparison, belongs to the opposite end of the spectrum, so 

different, in fact, she is easily dismissed as an absolute “other.” Els’ “otherness” is articulated 

as a form of madness, and this directly invites suspicious readings and leaves more empathic 

concerns for the child in the background.  

The following section outlines a broad definition of madness as rationality’s other, and 

interrogates how the narrator carefully reads madness unto the child through animalistic 

imagery. Moreover, the child reflects the narrator’s preoccupation with ideas about artistic 

genius and sexual corruption. By extension, my own textual analysis looks for hidden 

meanings in the text, meanings which are implied but seldom explicitly stated, because the 

narrator hides them so well. As such, a suspicious reading inadvertently mirrors the ways in 

which the narrator herself conducts her investigation, opening up for a self-reflexive 

participation in the reading process. The dramatization of the plot in the text highlights the 

drama inherent in the act of interpretation – the plot or schema which underwrites its critical 

principles. Ultimately, the child’s madness invites definition and scrutiny, and sets up a 

critical framework based on suspicious interrogation. From this vantage point, it seems, 
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something secret and significant always lurks just beneath the surface, whether for the 

narrator in the text or the suspicious reader of the text itself. 

What clues can be found in the text which render the child, in some sense, “mad”? And 

by which standards and definitions do we apply terms like “irrationality,” “insanity” and 

“madness” when speaking about human subjects, whether fictitious or not? Madness is often 

defined by what it is not, namely, rationality. While a universal definition is difficult to pin 

down, Lillian Feder nevertheless tries in her 1980 work Madness in Literature: 

I define madness as a state in which unconscious processes predominate over 
conscious ones to the extent that they control them and determine perceptions of and 
responses to experiences that, judged by prevailing standards of logical thought and 
relevant emotion, are confused or inappropriate. (5, my italics) 

My choice to italicise this specific part of her statement is not coincidental. Behaviour and 

thought processes must be measured against “prevailing standards of logical thought and 

relevant emotion”; in other words, it must be inherently different from societal norms 

dominating any discourse at a given time. Madness as such is awarded a fluctuating status – it 

is continually re-constructed according to changes in cultural, social and political beliefs. But 

despite these fluctuations, the mad are consistently placed on the margins of the social 

sphere. As Michel Foucault asserts in Madness and Civilization (1965), the confinement of 

madness occurred both on a physical and discursive level. It sought “to suppress madness, to 

eliminate from the social order a figure which did not find its place within it” (115). In other 

words, the silencing of the mad was justified based on ideas of their difference and otherness. 

The mad were those who did not fit in, those who did not act according to prevailing social 

conduct. Just like Els, the madman exists on the margins of society. While characteristics 

may be fluid and unstable depending on time and context, the very minority status of those 

who happen to fulfil the criteria of madness is nevertheless fixed. 

In sum, it is the marginalised status of the mad by a culture of reason, and not the correct 

medical or psychoanalytical definition13 of it as such, which is of interest when looking at the 

narrator’s construction of Els. For madness is not just a psychiatric condition – it is also a 

                                                
13 A traditional Freudian reading involves psychoanalysing characters or authors as if they were real people in a 
therapeutic setting. The text then becomes a lens through which their neuroses or unconscious drives can be 
located. A textbook example is Hamlet and Oedipus (1949), written by Freud’s friend and colleague Ernest 
Jones. Another is Edmund Wilson’s reading of Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw (1898), where he 
pathologises the governess’ belief in the ghosts as a case of sexual repression (385–406). Felman argues that E. 
Wilson, in locating madness in the governess, “forces, as it were, the text to a confession” (192), much like the 
psychoanalytic talking-cure in the real world. By seeking to understand madness in literature I do not wish to 
understand madness’ pathology or conduct a psychoanalytic reading of characters as patients.   
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powerful rhetorical device. In a non-medical setting, it can constitute a claim, a charge or a 

denunciation allocated by one individual upon another. As Foucault points out: “Madness no 

longer exists except as seen” (250). Madness does not seek to define itself – its discovery is 

not an internal or self-reflexive process. Rather, it is always defined by an external observer, 

that is, by persons located outside madness. Since the child in “The Woman” is observed 

from an outside narrative perspective, we see how the act of locating madness in another on a 

structural level contributes to such processes of “othering.”  

The narrator participates in this process of “othering” by emphasising Els’ likeness to an 

animalistic figure. Her mother is recorded as having said that the child, as a baby, “sickened 

like a cow,” and the narrator similarly describes Els as “a mean, undersized brat, with whitish 

hair, and weak eyes. She stood, legs wide apart and her stomach protruding.” While Hin is 

“snapping his fingers at her” like a dog, the narrator muses: “Imagine being here day in, day 

out, with that rat of a child and a mangy dog” (271, 272). These descriptions of Els, some of 

which compare her to a cow and a dog, render her more like an animal or a beast than a 

human being. Foucault states: “The animality that rages in madness dispossesses man of what 

is specifically human in him; not in order to deliver him over to other powers, but simply to 

establish him at the zero degree of his own nature” (74). When the mad are imagined like 

animals, their behaviours become “other” to the human; animality does not follow the logic 

of modern civilisation or subscribe to modernity’s progression from nature towards culture. 

Thus, Els’ madness renders her a secondary creature.  

The relation between the madman and the beast is a pervasive image in modern culture 

which dispossesses the mad from their own humanity, intrinsic value and, ultimately, power. 

Because Els is a child, the dimension of her animality as a marginalising label is charged with 

an extra force. For Foucault, the confinement of madness into the asylum ensured that the 

mad received a minority status; in short, the individual was transformed back to a state of 

suspended childhood (252). The correlation between animalistic and primitive features and a 

lack of intelligence renders the child especially susceptible to an identification with madness. 

As lesser developed human beings, children’s mental faculties not only resemble that of 

animalistic urges and drives, but their inability to articulate their needs, ideas and feelings 

coherently through language becomes evidence of madness’ unpredictable nature and 

position outside the realm of reason. The narrator ensures that Els is doubly marked by 

aspects of madness, namely her animality and childishness, which have become intrinsically 

intertwined.  
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Aside from the animalistic descriptions of Els, the narrator’s interpretations of her 

drawings are perhaps the strongest indicator of her madness. After demanding to see her 

“artistic achievements” for some drunkenly entertainment, she is quick to state that the child 

is mentally deranged: 

And those drawings of hers were extraordinary and repulsively vulgar. The creations 
of a lunatic with a lunatic’s cleverness. There was no doubt about it, the kid’s mind 
was diseased. While she showed them to us, she worked herself up into a mad 
excitement, laughing and trembling, and shooting out her arms. (274–275) 

The drawings, while being “repulsively vulgar” and “the creations of a lunatic,” also hints 

towards some form of artistic quality; they were both “extraordinary” and created “with a 

lunatic’s cleverness.” The idea that a work of art can testify to an artist’s madness is not a 

new one. Els’ drawings point to the paradoxical notion that mental disturbances are, on the 

one hand, somehow inseparable from artistic genius, and, on the other, that the madman’s 

creative productions should be dismissed as no more than nonsensical doodles. Corinne 

Saunders and Jane Macnaughton assert:  

Madness and creativity have traditionally been connected: in ancient ideas of the 
poetic frenzy of the rhapsode, in the figure of the prophet, in the myth of the mad 
artist, in the notion of the writing cure, and in a long tradition of writing from as well 
as about disorder of the mind. (Introduction 2) 

According to these myths, the productions of the “mad artist” always exist on the border 

between two extremes; either as complete nonsense or as profoundly insightful.  

Whilst not an art critic in this sense, we can still recognise the situational similarities as 

the narrator interprets the child’s creative productions as a symptom of her “diseased” mind 

one the one hand, while still displaying some form of “cleverness” on the other. This paradox 

is also reflected in her shifting perceptions of the child; she is mocking her “artistic 

achievements,” yet she is also extremely curious about them, unable to take her eyes off the 

child as “she poked her tongue out and blew on her paper as she drew.” However, the 

narrator is withholding important information from the reader in this passage. Exactly what 

did the drawings portray that were so repulsive? By omitting descriptions of their content the 

reader is unable to dispute these accusations, and the narrator’s interpretation stands out as 

self-evident and authoritative. As such, the child’s “mad excitement” must correspond to the 

madness expressed in her creations. The artwork and the artist have become one and the 

same, the drawing form an uninterrupted extension of her mental state. And yet again, 

something about her artistic production interests the narrator, even if she does not admit to it. 
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Her suspicious gaze in the process of interpretation is both infused by repulsion and disguised 

fascination. Another central question in this story is thus: should we really trust the narrator’s 

judgements uncritically? Her suspicious gaze may very easily activate our own suspicion as 

to her very reliability as a narrator. 

The child’s drawings and the narrator’s secrecy as to their content contribute to the 

reader’s notion that the text itself is hiding something. On a structural level, this corresponds 

to Genette’s concept of paralipsis, where the narrator has access to but chooses not to 

communicate certain visions or events in the story. But what are the effects of this alteration, 

and why would the narrator choose only to offer interpretations of the drawings and not 

descriptions of them? For one, by doing this she inhibits the reader from making his or her 

own evaluations. This has the effect of reducing ambiguity regarding the child’s mental state 

and behaviour, as counteractive interpretations are not possible to deduce. In other words, it 

seems as if we have no other choice but to trust the narrator’s judgement. C. K. Stead has 

another take on this instance of paralipsis: he suggests that this informational gap creates 

sexual undercurrents and pornographic expectations in the narrative. Before showing the 

drawing to the narrator, the child “immediately sat flat down on her artistic achievements and 

made a face. . . . ‘You’re not to look,’ said she” (274). The way the child tries to hide the 

drawing as if it portrays something forbidden, along with the description of it as 

“extraordinarily vulgar,” leads us “to expect something pornographic” of her art, Stead states 

(158). This suggests that what is hidden in the text is the child’s sexual corruption, and that 

this has contributed to her madness. If madness constitutes a corruption of the child’s 

innocent mind, then exposure to sex and her subsequent obsession with it becomes yet 

another symptom of her insanity. The suspicion that the drawing may display such forbidden 

content is magnified by a later incident: after the child admits to having spied on the narrator 

while bathing naked and alone in the creek, the latter wonders to herself, “grimly,” whether 

Els “was attempting the creek episode” (273). Ultimately, the narrative’s paralipsis and the 

narrator’s subsequent hints towards the drawings’ forbidden sexual content, further testify to 

the child’s corrupted and diseased mind, and this unstated scenario becomes, on a structural 

level, the text’s negotiation with a hermeneutics of suspicion. 
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4.3 Els’ mother and hidden ideologies: an empathic 

reading 
It is nearly impossible to read “The Woman” without considering the lengthy descriptions of 

Els’s mother. In fact, most critics focus first and foremost on how her story of misfortune is 

recounted and retold by the narrator. Unlike the child, the woman is the most vocal character 

of the whole cast, and much of the text consists of the narrator listening to her long 

monologue-like tirades. Still, like her daughter, she is also located in the realm of madness. 

The narrator reflects to herself almost immediately after arriving at the store: “Mad, of course 

she’s mad! Wonder how long she’s been here – wonder if I could get her to talk” (271). The 

narrator needs the woman to talk so that she can understand her madness, so that madness 

may acquire a clarifying speech through the mother. Unlike the child, whose drawings are 

primarily responsible for her label as a “lunatic,” the mother’s speech is what becomes 

symptomatic of her lunacy.  

Yet, even if the mother is privileged with an active voice, talking does not give her 

individual autonomy from the narrator’s interpretative strategies which seek to impose 

meaning upon words. According to this system, madness is speech which must be decoded 

by a rational observer, and without it, it has no value in itself. In connecting the mother’s 

speech to her mental condition, the narrator takes it upon herself to fulfil this role. Jenny 

McDonnell reflects that the narrator’s location within this story “draws attention to the way 

in which he/she ‘writes’ the Woman. It is on this construction of the Woman that the 

interpretation of the story depends” (49). By offering such insights as “Mad, of course she’s 

mad!” at the very beginning of the narrative, the narrator effectively manipulates the 

characterisation of the mother, inviting the reader to decode her subsequent monologues as 

mere manifestations of her madness.  

The few instances where the narrator alludes to the contextual rationale for the woman’s 

madness need to be addressed, as these descriptions lay the foundation for an empathic 

response to her situation. At one point, she links the woman’s madness to the long-term 

effects of isolation: “‘Good lord, what a life!’ I thought. ‘Imagine being here day in, day out . 

. .” The word “imagine” is an open invitation to the reader to imaginatively place him- or 

herself in the mother’s position. It also becomes a statement of universal understanding; 

human beings and long-term isolation never mix well. Similarly, Jo instructs both the narrator 

and the reader to extend sympathy for her situation: “‘Well, I’m blest!’ said Jo, heavily. He 

pulled me aside. ‘Gone a bit off’er dot,’ he whispered. ‘Too much alone, you know,’ very 
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significantly. ‘Turn the sympathetic tap on’ er, she’ll come round all right’” (271, 270). 

Hankin argues that despite the narrator’s generally detached objectivity when recounting the 

story’s events, she is still sympathetic towards the woman and her harrowing circumstances 

(Confessional Stories 74). In fact, she does “turn the sympathetic tap on’er” by letting the 

woman recount her story uninterrupted, never once reacting to her long monologues and 

aggressive demands for attention: “‘Now listen to me,’ shouted the woman, banging her fist 

on the table” (273). Her story is, in fact, desperately ill-fated, and she pleads her guests for 

sympathy: 

“It’s six years since I was married, and four miscarriages. . . . Over and over I tells ‘im – 
you’ve broken my spirit and spoiled my looks, and wot for – that’s wot I’m driving at. . . . 
He left me too much alone.” (273–274) 

The narrator’s recounting of the woman’s story leaves the question of madness open to some 

speculation. Having already established that she is mad, the reader is nevertheless offered 

sufficient background context to form his or her own opinions. In other words, what social 

structures and contingencies may have contributed to the disintegration of the rational, human 

mind? 

For empathy to lead to interpretative processes, there needs to be an imaginative 

identification between the reader of a work and its characters. Jenefer Robinson, in her study 

on the role of emotion in literature, argues: “one has to connect oneself with the other person 

and regard her as like oneself in important ways: she is part of my group, whether this be sect 

or society or language group or ethnic group or gender or species” (111). We sympathise 

with the woman’s situation because her madness is not presented as hereditary, but rather 

brought on by an unfair change in external circumstances, something which could, in theory, 

affect us all in one way or another. These external circumstances revolve around concepts of 

oppression which belong to a framework more familiar to us: gender oppression, the 

workings and failings of colonial expansion, and subsequent political and social isolation. 

This is where the reader extends empathy for the mother, leading to a suspicious reading that 

interrogates what remains unsaid in this text. In other words, the interpretative process lead to 

a type of criticism which seeks to “expose hidden ideology [and] uncover the workings of 

power” (Moi 175).  

The dissonance between the colonial dream and the reality of the barren New Zealand 

landscape has had its effects upon the female body; the woman is broken, infertile and no 

longer able to carry children. The failure of a promising marriage and business venture is 
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what caused her to descend into madness in the first place. “‘The husband was a pal of mine 

once, down the West Coast – a fine, big chap, with a voice on him like a trombone. She’d 

been barmaid down the Coast – as pretty as a wax doll,’” (272) Hin tells the narrator, stunned 

by the woman’s radical transformation. The contrast between this and the current state of 

their marriage enforces the idea that her madness depends upon these factors, and the 

inclusion of such contextual information points to the devastating effects of environmental 

and moral inhospitality. Fiona Morrison argues: “Loneliness and stasis, as well as the settler-

colonial fate of existing in-between imperial and indigenous cultural and geographical 

knowledges, is the theme of Mansfield’s short story” (5). This theme becomes the basis for 

the text’s critique of normative belief-systems in the Western colonial tradition, particularly 

women’s position in the settlements as one of involuntary stasis and loneliness. When their 

husbands decide to leave, women are left to pick up the pieces of a failed domestic and 

vocational situation. The woman is a victim not only of the ideology of colonial expansion, 

but also of the patriarchal oppression which is intrinsically linked with it. 

The woman provides an interesting comparison to Pearl’s mother in “Pearl Button.” Both 

tales situate the mother figure as a victim of patriarchal oppression within a colonial context, 

and in both cases the father figure remains uninvolved in matters of domestic life. But 

whereas the very absence of Pearl’s mother as a character becomes a symptom of her 

marginal status within the text’s family politics, the victimisation of Els’ mother occurs 

through her very presence and ability to speak. The deserted landscape and harsh 

environment in “The Woman” form a backdrop to the suburban setting in “Pearl Button,” and 

as such, the former represents a much bleaker potential for the demise of the Pākehā family. 

Pearl’s mother still maintains the illusion of domestic idyll through her dedication to 

household duties, while the woman has reached a point where such matters have long since 

ceased to be important. The middle-class colonial family is thereby contrasted with a reality 

in which the initial optimism of the settler has somehow failed to bear any fruits. The failure 

of the colonial project is therefore much more prominent in “The Woman”; the very visibility 

of the mother in this story becomes a testament to her opposition against the feminine ideal. 

As such, it is perhaps easy to conclude that Els’ mother obtains a much more subversive role 

as an agent directly protesting against female oppression within the patriarchal institution. 

What is interesting, however, is that in both stories the children are nevertheless made to 

suffer as a result. And this tells us something about the fixed hierarchies which exist within 

these family structures overall; while mothers have different expressions for their marginal 
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statuses, the children exist at the very bottom of the hierarchy, without a voice with which to 

claim a place for themselves and assert their own autonomy as social subjects.  

Nevertheless, Els’ mother’s pleas for sympathy generate an interpretative process of her 

situation much more directly on a larger, ideological scale. An empathic reading of the 

woman’s situation effectively turns into a suspicious reading of the wider implications of 

colonial and patriarchal oppression. Complicating this view, of course, is the fact that she 

turns out to be a murderer. The revelation, portrayed by the child in her last drawing, is 

rendered with ambiguity. The narrator does not comment or cast any moral judgements upon 

it: “Hin and I sat till dawn with the drawing beside us. The rain ceased, the little kid fell 

asleep, breathing loudly. We got up, stole out of the whare, down into the paddock.” As the 

narrator escapes the scene, the reader, possessing this new information, is left to make up his 

or her own mind as to whether the crime was justified or condemnable. A justification is 

suggested by the woman’s previous act of alluding to her husband’s responsibility for the 

death of her unborn children: “‘I says to ‘im, I says, what do you think I’m doin’ up ‘ere? If 

you was back at the coast, I’d ‘ave you lynched for child murder’” (276, 273). This early 

passage suggests that the murder may have been motivated by revenge and a desperate 

attempt for justice. The lack of a system to handle breaches against the law in the isolated 

backblocks, whether moral or state-enforced, is echoed through her statement: “if you was 

back at the coast.” Bruce Harding argues: 

The literary personality of Mansfield (the implied author) possessed a far greater 
tolerance and empathy for the woman at the store even in her violence than her 
narrator displays, and this gulf in consciousnesses is shiningly obvious to the attentive 
reader. (129) 

According to Harding, extending empathy towards the woman becomes Mansfield’s method 

for making the text’s underlying messages explicit, and this strategy renders the murder less 

morally condemnable and problematic. As opposed to Harding, I do not believe it is possible 

to deduce Mansfield’s personal sympathies or authorial intentions in this narrative. It is first 

and foremost the gaps and narrative silences, coupled with the narrator’s extensive recordings 

of the woman’s situation, which create possibilities for empathic readings. This mediates J. 

Robinson’s notion of “gap-filling activities” (121) – what I call components of a suspicious 

reading – as dependent on our emotional responses to a text. Our sympathies are activated 

through our interpretations of the woman’s situation, and it is precisely these gaps which 

may, if not intellectually then at least in a moral and affective sense, justify the murder of her 

husband. 
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Harding goes on to argue that the story’s theme of murder “proposed a radical shift in 

ethical awareness which leaves us with a sense of the poetic justice of Jo’s possible fate” 

(129). Dunbar seems to agree with this notion: “The story implies that a similar fate awaits 

Jo, and for similar reasons. And his red-spotted kerchief – which looks as if it has already 

been spattered with blood – marks him too out as a possible future victim” (48). The “similar 

reasons” she refers to can only be assumed to be Jo’s patriarchal attitudes, sexual exploitation 

and inevitable desertion of the woman. The blood metaphor is explicitly stated in the 

narrator’s first description of Jo: “A white handkerchief, spotted with red – it looked as 

though his nose had been bleeding on it – was knotted round his throat.” The image of a 

bloody handkerchief being “knotted around his throat” obliquely foreshadows the theme of 

death through imagery of suffocation. Moreover, the narrator states that there was 

“something uncanny about his silence” as they approached the store, unusual for the 

otherwise singing and talkative man. The descriptions of the landscape in this passage fuel 

the unsettling mood and notion of imminent catastrophe even further: “Hundreds of larks 

shrilled, the sky was a slate colour, . . . manuka bushes covered with thick spider webs” 

(268). Jo’s sexist attitudes come to show when he sees an opportunity to exploit the woman’s 

body for his own pleasure, and his strategy for getting closer to her is by lending her a 

disingenuous, seemingly sympathetic ear: “‘It’s the loneliness,’ said the woman, addressing 

Jo – he made sheep’s eyes at her” (274). He also tells Hin: “‘Dang it! She’ll look better by 

night light – at any rate, my buck, she’s female flesh!’” (272).  

The narrator maintains her moral distance and is not repelled by such behaviours and 

statements. The reader, however, is still invited to form an opinion regarding Jo’s attitudes 

towards a clearly deranged and thus vulnerable woman. His total disregard for her situation 

and general disinterest in seeing it improve – “‘Cheer-o, ‘ave another drop. No good cryin’ 

over spilt ‘usbands!’” (274) – create a motif in the narrative for justified revenge. In fact, as 

the narrator and Hin leave the next morning and Jo says he will catch up with them later, his 

companions do not protest despite having now acquired information about the dead husband. 

The possible fate of death, in other words, turns into an accepted fact. Jo’s function in the 

narrative is to give patriarchal oppression a voice, and when he is left to himself at the hands 

of a murderer, his previous actions and statements rationalises, for the reader, his fate. Again, 

none of this is stated explicitly; the gaps and silences in the narrative – the recorded 

conversations and the lack of narratorial interpretations – invite the reader to judge for him- 

or herself. These types of suspicious interpretations, preoccupied with textual gaps, 
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paradoxically lead to empathic readings which, invariably, fill in these very same gaps. The 

two modes exist in a dynamic relationship with each other and create a space where empathy 

for Els’ mother becomes possible. 

The justification or condemnation of the woman’s act of murder and Jo’s possible fate 

amounts to the story’s moral dilemma. But the general ambiguous storytelling does not give 

any clear ethical guidelines as to how we should interpret these events. The story’s complex 

structure and the narrator’s detached attitudes create a tension in ethical awareness, but do not 

leave moral concerns to the side. As I discussed in relation to the reception history of 

Mansfield’s stories, Hynes stands out as the critic who dismissed her most harshly in terms of 

her moral and political awareness. In his eyes, Mansfield fails to solve moral problems in her 

stories because they get overshadowed by her attempts to experiment with complex, formal 

structures. He also argues that social dilemmas are purposefully omitted from her fictional 

universe because she would much rather stage an escape into the child’s uncomplicated and 

detached world. The social and political realities of colonial life and women’s oppression in 

“The Woman” refute such statements. This story does not stage an escape into the child’s 

pain-free existence, but rather attacks the harsh conditions which colonial subjects had to live 

under, magnifying a general critique of Western imperialism. The narrator’s ambivalent 

position does not, however, offer a solution to these problems, neither for the colonial project 

nor the internal dilemma of the story’s murder. This does not, however, mean that Mansfield 

lacked political awareness in her writing; the message is still there, and it is powerfully 

implied. Whether this is good enough for critics such as Hynes is difficult to say, but what is 

clear is that “The Woman” is not a simple escapist fantasy into childhood innocence. The 

child’s madness as part of a hermeneutics of suspicion ensures that it is, in fact, so much 

more.  

 

4.4 Hin and Els, Pākehā and Māori: suspicious readings 
The text’s hidden power structures and oppressive relationships can be revealed through a 

suspicious investigation of what lies beneath the appropriation of the marginalised child as 

mad. While never explicitly stated in the text, Els is nevertheless doubly affected by 

marginalising efforts which undermine her individual autonomy; her statuses as both mad 

and a child ensure that she is caught in a double-bind. In the hierarchy of relationships, she is 

placed at the very bottom, and this is achieved through discourses of silencing. The 

institutionalisation of the mad, Roy Porter asserts, also contributed to the notion that diseased 
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people were, in fact, silenced: “The decibels of madness were all hot air. There was nothing 

in them to listen to and decode” (23). In other words, the mad were robbed of the signifying 

aspects of their language, which essentially robbed them of language itself. Their words did 

not require any attention because there was nothing in them to decode – they were empty, 

signifying nothing, simply devoid of meaning. As a bearer of madness, Els is repeatedly told 

both directly and indirectly not to participate in the story’s verbal dialogues. As such, she 

does not have a place in a public discourse of speech. Her speech, in Foucault’s words, 

becomes “the silence of a stifled, repressed language” (14). This idea is only magnified by 

her status as a minor; the child’s general inarticulateness correlates to R. Porter’s notion that 

individuals such as Els have nothing important to say, nothing “to listen to and decode.” 

Again, as already discussed in relation to the child’s link with madness through animality, her 

lack of speech confirms her status as a secondary creature.  

Madness as lack of speech becomes closely linked to the child’s inarticulateness through 

traditional means of communication. This notion is particularly evident in the child’s 

interactions with Hin. He asks Els what she is doing all day, and when she only responds 

using one-word utterances – she likes to “draw” – he exclaims: “‘Boh! What a lot of words at 

one time!’ Hin rolled his eyes at her. ‘Baa-lambs and moo-cows?’” (272) For Hin, the child’s 

verbal difficulties are not only a testament to her childishness, but also to her lack of mental 

development, and such uncommunicativeness renders her even closer to the world of 

madness. R. Porter states: “There was also a long tradition of eliding mental disturbance with 

speech disturbance. Think in our language of the double meaning of the word ‘dumb’: mute, 

but also, stupid” (25). Any sort of “conjuring with words” and ways of speaking which did 

not resemble that of “respectable society” have conventionally been thought of, as R. Porter 

claims, “silly, or indeed, as they significantly called it, childish. The mad were thus reduced 

to children, people who were pre- or sub-rational” (24). By mockingly pointing out the 

child’s lack of words, Hin disregards Els as a less intelligent being, assuming that her art has 

no more representational complexity than “baa-lambs and moo-cows.” Harding argues that 

Hin’s baby-talk “betrays the fact that he views both mother and child now as mental 

defectives, unhinged by years of exile from civilized society” (128). Hin’s attitudes become a 

means to assert power over Els; his imitative baby-talk not only accuses her of being stupid, 

but coupled with descriptions of her madness it also subordinates her speech to madness’ 

insignificant rumblings.  

These examples are also fuelled with assumptions about class and its relation to power. 

Harding argues that Hin and the narrator’s engagements with the woman and her child reveal 
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a certain form of class condescension (127). The child’s difficulty with words, along with her 

mother’s use of slang, further isolate them from “respectable” and “civilised” society. Hin in 

particular displays condescending attitudes towards Els, and because he does not use slang 

himself, his class consciousness is also manifested on a textual level. He calls the child “Miss 

Smarty,” laughs at her tantrums and bullies her into submission. When he tells her to go and 

get Jo for supper, he adds, “savagely”: “‘I’ll give you a box on the ear if you don’t.’” When 

the child tells them she will make a drawing of the whole group once they are gone, he 

replies sarcastically: “‘Thanks very much. How ripping of you’” (273). His sarcastically 

polite jargon echoes Pākehā’s “respectable” speech, but in this context, it deliberately stresses 

the class gap, and thus unequal power positions between Hin and Els. Hin’s rhetoric 

suppresses and humiliates the child in order to secure his own dominant position. Later, when 

Hin, the narrator and the child are prompted to sleep in the store, the two adults inadvertently 

ridicule the woman’s failed business: 

Hin and I sat on two sacks of potatoes. For the life of us we could not stop laughing. 
Strings of onions and half-hams dangled from the ceiling – wherever we looked there 
were advertisements for “Camp Coffee” and tinned meats. We pointed at them, tried 
to read them aloud – overcome with laughter and hiccoughs. (275) 

The child sits quietly in a corner and observes them. The mother’s failed business represents 

Els’ everyday hardships and unhappy childhood. For Hin and the narrator, however, its 

inventory – marketed towards travellers who very seldom venture into the backblocks at all – 

is simply a laughing matter. Ultimately, Hin and the narrator’s condescending attitudes 

towards the child display their middle-class values and thus secure their dominant positions. 

Less obvious but equally important are the racial implications of Hin’s attitudes towards 

Els. In order to understand these we need to return to the story’s publication history and what 

I will call Murry’s obfuscation of Hin’s ethnicity. His posthumous emendation of the name 

“Hin” to “Jim,” what Anthony Alpers calls “a change which has no authority” (The Stories 

551), certainly has implications regarding the story’s gender politics, as noted by Dunbar and 

MacDonnell, but it also obscures the character’s racial identity.14 Both Alpers and Dunbar 

use the term “puzzling” to describe Mansfield’s choice to give her character a Māori name 

without offering any further commentary (Alpers, The Stories 551; Dunbar 47). The text does 

not confirm that Hin is a Māori, but it does not give any clues which directly invalidate this 

assumption either. A suspicious reader is called for in this situation, for what appears to be 
                                                
14 Please see the Appendix for a more extensive overview of my research into the problem of Hin’s Māori 
name.  
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“puzzling” in a text surely invites additional interrogations. The publication history of this 

story and its posthumous emendations show that textual criticism, when combined with 

strategies of suspicious close reading, can illuminate new interpretative possibilities which 

directly inform the literary production of meaning. For the purposes of my analysis I will 

limit these to what is immediately related to how we understand the child figure, but it is 

worth stressing that this may open the field for new research and critical approaches to this 

text as well. 

How, then, can we define Hin’s real identity when it is never clearly stated or confirmed? 

Mansfield did not shy away from textual ambiguities. I argue that Hin’s racial identity takes 

on a hybrid form; neither Māori nor Pākehā, he exists somewhere in-between, on the border 

between indigenous and colonial culture. Mansfield’s aspirations towards literary 

experimentation justifies this claim, and we see a similar case if we turn to her private 

notebooks. In 1908 she drafted three different version of the same scene, later worked into a 

vignette. First, the vignette described three Italian fishermen, but in the second version they 

become Māori, only to transform back to Italians in the third version (Notebooks, 1: 157, 

193–194). Jane Stafford and Mark Williams comment upon this, stating: “Part of Mansfield’s 

response to Māori involves a preference for traditional peoples, unspoiled by modernity, but 

even this does not exclude her penchant for experiment” (164). While they do not connect 

these observations to “The Woman” specifically, we see how Hin – similarly to the fishermen 

in Mansfield’s notebook – can be said to switch back and forth between a European and a 

Māori identity. Fluid character identities characterise Mansfield’s literary experimentation, 

and there is no incentive suggesting that they exclude racial identities. My forthcoming 

analysis is based on the possibility that Hin is a Māori, and interrogates how this affects the 

interactions between him and the child. 

Els is a Pākehā child with British ancestry, born into the colonial backblocks of New 

Zealand, and it is likely that she has never visited her country of origin. As such, she too 

exists on the border between white imperialism and indigenous culture. Hin’s condescending 

gaze upon her is suffused by his dual identity as both travelling settler and Māori. As already 

noted in my analysis of “Pearl Button,” Māori culture was frowned upon by British settlers 

and seen as inferior and barbaric, and the imperial project sought to repress their identities 

and civilise their communities according to the values of the colonial centre (Smith, 

Introduction xiii). In the interactions between Hin and Els, this is turned upon its head; the 

settler child, observed through the Māori gaze, is now defined as the mad and barbaric figure. 

The power positions have shifted, and it is Hin who holds the dominant gaze and who is able 
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to ascribe meaning onto Els’ British identity. The settler’s supposed mastery over 

standardised English is also subject to ridicule as the child’s one-word utterances become a 

laughing matter to Hin. In this situation, it is the Māori who masters the English language, 

and not the settler child, a notion which at once ridicules the settler’s supposed dominance 

but also highlights the problematics of cultural appropriation. Moreover, if we place Els’ 

artwork within a European tradition, a tradition which has often seen itself as superior to 

more “childlike” tribal and indigenous expressions, Hin’s claim that she is only able to draw 

“baa-lambs and moo-cows” subverts these imperial assumptions. Hin undermines the 

maturity of the European art tradition and supposes that Els’ drawings merely demonstrate a 

form of infantile, mimicking realism. As such, racial categories and the various implications 

associated with them respectively get blurred through the verbal exchange between Els and 

Hin. 

As a symbol of hope, the colonial child is made to bear the burden of the nation’s hope 

for the colonial project. As the narrator and Hin laugh at the woman’s failed business, Hin 

inadvertently laughs at the white settler’s inability to adjust to the backblocks, and his 

possible Māori identity allows him to do so much more powerfully than the Pākehā narrator, 

simply because he does not belong to the failed colonial project himself. As opposed to 

“Pearl Button,” where an identification between the Pākehā child and Māori occurs, “The 

Woman” creates a less idealising scenario, but one in which distance nevertheless ensures an 

explicit racial and colonial critique of imperialism. Because the child is defined through 

Māori eyes, Britishness becomes other in the story; the child is marginalised because she is 

the bearer of a violent colonial history, which, paradoxically, ensures that settlers descend 

into madness and idiocy. The settler’s high hopes for Western notions of rationality, the 

hopes that such discourses would eventually civilise indigenous people and “save” them from 

their own barbaric nature, get crushed. The child’s ultimate descend into madness becomes a 

symbol of the illusion which is the basis of civilisation. Ultimately, Englishness through the 

Māori gaze becomes “other” – just like the child, it becomes “something else.”  

While Hin undermines Els’ supposed racial superiority through her inability to master the 

English language, her mother uses other means to silence the child. There is a lot at stake for 

her in this, as the drawings pose a threat to the woman’s status as a victimised figure. When 

the whole group is gathered around the fire listening to her story, the child suddenly 

interrupts them, eager to show her mother a drawing she just made: 
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“Mumma,” bleated the kid, “I made a picture of them on the ‘ill, an’ you an’ me, an’ 
the dog down below.”  

“Shut your mouth!” said the woman.  
A vivid flash of lightning played over the room – we heard the mutter of thunder. 
(274) 

Like the idea that the mad cannot possibly have anything of importance to say, the child is 

told to be quiet. The mother’s aggressive demand that she must shut her mouth and not show 

them her drawing is magnified by the thunder which interrupts their exchange. The disruption 

points to something uncanny and volatile lurking in the background, the possibly destructive 

potential in the child’s drawings which must be silenced at all costs. The difference between 

passive acts of overlooking and active means of silencing – telling Els to “shut her mouth” – 

lies in the latter’s desperate attempt to avoid the destruction of conventional power relations. 

Correspondingly, Els’ mother yields to violence in order to keep her from communicating: 

“Mumma,” she yelled. “Now I’m going to draw them what you told me I never was to 
– now I am.”  

The woman rushed from the table and beat the child’s head with the flat of her 
hand. 

“I’ll smack you with yer clothes turned up if yer dare say that again,” she bawled. 
(275) 

This points to the presence of the child’s possibly disruptive secrets which threaten to expose 

uncomfortable truths. Acts of violence, like the mother beating the child’s head or threats of 

humiliation, are active ways of silencing. However, they end up betraying the perpetrator’s 

own agenda; that which must be silenced must, surely, have something important to say in 

the first place.  

Before delving further into the child’s last drawing, it is worth noting how the previous 

creek incident foreshadows this total shift in power positions. The incident corresponds to the 

child’s increased threat as a seeing and speaking subject in the eyes of the narrator, who 

gradually feels exposed as she experiences a loss of control. This is first and foremost 

achieved through the child’s alternative language, namely, her art. Miao argues that “Else’s 

[sic] drawings are of events, of happenings, and never still life; it is as if she is acquiring the 

expressive and recording properties of drawing as a language” (156). The child poses a 

challenge to the narrator’s authority because she has, by spying and drawing what she sees, 

acquired a speech through which she can later represent alternative versions of past events, to 

reveal the forbidden aspects of reality which the narrator herself chooses to omit. The 

voyeuristic aspects of the child’s recordings, particularly when she exposes the narrator’s 
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naked body, render the latter suddenly vulnerable. The narrator loses ownership of her own 

version of events, which involves, in this case, a very private moment:  

I lay in the water and looked up at the trees that were still a moment, then quivered 
lightly, and again were still. The air smelt of rain. I forgot about the woman and the 
kid until I came back to the tent. (272) 

The otherwise observant and watchful narrator suddenly, in a moment of tranquillity, forgets 

about the woman and the child, instead immersing herself in the natural scenery. As this 

passage shows, only a moment of inattentiveness is enough to reverse the power positions. 

The child later asserts: “‘I’ll draw all of you when you’re gone, and your horses and the tent, 

and that one’ – she pointed to me – ‘with no clothes on in the creek. I looked at her where she 

couldn’t see me from’” (273). As such, the tension between the child and the narrator 

manifests as a silent conflict between their respective abilities to control the gaze. Morrison 

argues that the incident poses a central question as to what can and cannot be seen in the 

story (5), which, I contend, is made possible by what can and cannot be known when the 

narrative adopts a restricted, first-person viewpoint. Knowledge – whether displayed, desired, 

recorded or withheld – is situated at the heart of the conceptual battleground which the child 

and adult inhabit, where visual activity like seeing, looking and spying become means to 

secure one’s position and control.  

 

4.5 The final drawing revealed 
The story’s turning point and the child’s final escape from the confines of silenced madness 

occur when she reveals her last drawing, the one she was strictly forbidden to make all along. 

As such, the story’s seemingly rigid and oppressive power hierarchy is not as static as one 

might have been led to believe. Els’ drawing manages to subvert the story’s power relations 

and becomes an alternative way of speaking. Uncovering the workings of power inherent in 

these assumptions requires a suspicious reading because these problematics are 

predominantly defined by acts of withholding and exposing secrets. It turns out that the child 

had something important to say after all, and that she possesses knowledge which inevitably 

forces the adult to face her own conflicting feelings of both desire and anxiety. The more the 

adults try to silence Els, the more her version of the truth threatens to subvert the hierarchy.  

The revelation of the drawing marks a shift in the story’s constructions of madness; 

behaviours previously identified and dismissed as nonsense by the narrator now constitute the 
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narrative’s truth. This truth does not find articulation through conventional, rational language, 

but is instead unveiled through the poetic and subversive language of art:  

“I done the one she told me I never ought to. I done the one she told me she’d shoot 
me if I did. Don’t care! Don’t care!” 

The kid had drawn the picture of the woman shooting at a man with a rook rifle and  
then digging a hole to bury him in. (276) 

Here, the suspicion that the child is the bearer of important knowledge is finally confirmed, 

and the narrator’s watchfulness is justified. The suspicious reader has reached her desired 

outcome; interpretation has come full circle through the unveiling of the child’s secret. The 

notion that Els’ drawings were merely the workings of a madman, and Hin’s assumption that 

they were limited to childish representations of farm animals, get refuted. Unlike the rest of 

the unknowing characters, it is Els who possessed the truth all along. The work of art in its 

bleak realism manages to turn power relations upon their head, and the value of traditional 

speech gets severely contested within this framework. It is Els’ status as an enigmatic child 

which renders her secrets so captivating for interpretation. Just like Kuhn’s definition of the 

enigmatic child in literature, Els “has a message to deliver. . . . It is here that we see the 

fundamental paradox of the enigmatic child: though a message-bearer, he is inarticulate, or at 

least incapable of making himself understood” (61). But as opposed to Kuhn’s definition, Els 

is no longer inarticulate or unable to make herself understood. In fact, she is now able to 

communicate reality for what it is, an ability which the adults in this story lack.  

In this way, we see that once the child reveals profound knowledge in a rational sense, 

she also ceases to be mad. When she can no longer be represented as irrational, she acquires 

power not just over the rest of the characters in the story, but also over the narrative itself. 

This has consequences for the interpretative process: enigma poses a textual problem of 

interpretation, as if begging the suspicious reader to solve it. The narrator treats the child in 

the same way, but like the self-conscious critic, she does so in secret, masked by a seemingly 

detached disinterest. When Els reveals her drawing, she also closes the process of 

interpretation; the murder becomes a textual fact, and there is no more to decode. Like a true 

suspicious reader, the narrator leaves the scene, no longer in any position to observe and 

reflect. Her job is simply done: 

White clouds floated over a pink sky – a chill wind blew; the air smelled of wet grass. 
Just as we swung into the saddle Jo came out of the whare – he motioned to us to ride 
on. 
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“I’ll pick you up later,” he shouted. 
A bend in the road, and the whole place disappeared. (276) 

Hin and the narrator remain utterly detached after the revelation, and instead of confronting 

the situation, they decide to leave the child behind. Just like when the narrator bathed in the 

creek, she now dissociates from the greater context of where she is – from moral 

responsibility and ethical awareness – and instead immerses herself in the natural 

surroundings. Her use of poetic language and descriptions of nature – “white clouds” over a 

“pink sky,” the “chill wind” and the smell of “wet grass” – seem inappropriate considering 

the harrowing truths she has just been a witness to. Confronted by these facts, her suspicious 

approach is suddenly inclined towards Romantic escapism into the natural scenery. It is as if 

the colonial violence and undercurrents of damaging power relations have become all too 

obvious in that it implicates her personally as a Pākehā citizen. With her own position 

suddenly threatened she does not move on to self-scrutiny, but rather ironically turns away 

from context and escapes into Romantic transcendentalism. The final scene suggests an 

unwillingness to acknowledge the moral implications of the woman’s murder and a lack of 

critical engagement once empathic involvement and personal responsibility are called for.  

Not only does the poetic language mediate the narrator’s unwillingness to assume 

responsibility – this evasion is also weaved into the narrative’s very structure. A first-person 

narrator recounting events in the past tense should, by default, be able to offer retrospective 

commentary upon the events which have transpired. Her choice not to do so only testifies to 

her lack of retrospective recognition, despite the presence of a clear memory of the events. 

W. H. New suggests that the “bend in the road” metonymically constructs a “state of mind 

that suppresses what it does not wish entirely to comprehend,” and that this resistance, not 

only in terms of a textual resolution but also regarding the characters’ recognition, ensures 

that turning a blind eye to the murder “[does] not necessarily free [them] from the ongoing 

pressure of memory” (77). The narrator still remembers the events which transpired at the 

woman’s store, but the story’s first-person internal perspective, lacking any external and 

temporally distant commentary, merely confirms the suppression of memory. In other words, 

it points to a refusal to accept the truth of reality as it is presented by the enigmatic child, a 

refusal which is weaved into the very structure of the text itself. The conscious decision to 

suppress what the mind does not wish to comprehend, despite being spatially and 

psychologically able to reflect upon it, is again similar to Genette’s term paralipsis. The 

narrator thus robs the narrative of its moral resolution. Els is simply left to fend for herself, 
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living in isolation with a murderer for a mother, and the risk that she might, as the child’s last 

assertion suggests, be herself murdered for showing them the forbidden drawing: “she’d 

shoot me if I did” (276).  

As we have seen, Els’ drawings testify to art’s potential to resist dominant discourses, to 

art’s ability to overthrow existing power structures which invalidate marginalised individuals. 

They become a language of the oppressed, just like Mansfield’s short story itself, but it is 

also testament to the child figure’s subversive powers as a textual device. But does this 

notion only exist on an intellectual level, or can it engage readers on an empathic level as 

well? Is Els in fact victimised in the same manner as Keiza, Sun and Pearl? The suspicious 

reading, whilst revealing the workings of power, simply assumes that the reader will act in 

the same way as the narrator does. If we accept this framework, the reader will also fail to 

extend sympathy towards the child, unable to see her as a victim and engage with her on an 

emotional level. What the question amounts to is, perhaps, whether a narrative which does 

not use internal focalization from the child’s point of view, and which is not sympathetic to 

her circumstances, can secure an empathic identification with its reader.  

What complicates this process is the fact that Els does not, like the three other children, 

experience the loss of an innocence which had been there from the outset. She is, as 

Crawford asserts, not “afforded a position of innocent opposition to that which victimises 

[her]” (82). Els is the product of a harsh colonial landscape, a landscape indifferent to 

Romantic notions of inherent innocence which is seemingly tragically lost. But because the 

story does not communicate any clear empathic guidelines, the after-effect is, perhaps, even 

more powerful. We may not know whether to extend our sympathies towards the child, 

because the narrator has obfuscated her very likeability as it has traditionally been defined by 

the Romantic ideology. The narrator has, in other words, constructed Els in opposition to the 

Romantic, ideal child. A self-reflexive and resistant reading, however, will recognise the 

double-bind in which the child is thus caught: not only with regards to the ways in which the 

narrator mirror our own interpretative strategies, but also in terms of Pākehā adults’ very 

construction of the child figure as a Romantic ideal. The colonial landscape does not care 

about such Western illusions. Therefore, the child’s ultimate victimisation in “The Woman” 

is, in the end, perhaps linked back to her very removal from the factual world and the often 

damaging consequences of being regarded as no more than a conceptual idea.  
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Conclusion 
 

Mansfield’s childhood stories demonstrate how the child resists easy analysis due to its 

historical construction and renegotiations. After the Romantics, the child suddenly gained a 

complex interiority and subjectivity, and children were now placed in the social spaces 

previously occupied by adults alone (Shuttleworth 359). The child as it existed in the literary 

imagination freed itself from the nursery and became an integral part of psychological and 

social explorations. Because the mind of the child remains inaccessible to the adult – one can 

only imaginatively reconstruct it – literature provides compelling approaches to do so using 

narrative techniques which place it in new and challenging environments. Hence, the child 

has an imaginary origin which materialises as a structural expression. The paradox between 

imaginary, nostalgic activity and formal innovation sits at the heart of the critical conflict 

about childhood stories. An uneasy dweller, unable perhaps to rid itself of its roots and 

acclimatise to the scriptures of modernity, the child is fraught with oppositions; it is the 

symbol of an irretrievable past and an emblem of the future, a figure of innocence and 

corruption, a mediator of divine knowledge and utter nonsense, a victim of oppression and a 

catalyst for subversion. Childhood represents something universal to all human beings, but it 

is also hidden from plain sight. The child’s potential can only be unleashed if we reverse the 

infantilising discourses which have chained it to a position of marginality.  

The discord between the popular obsession with childhood stories and autobiographies 

and the critical dismissal of the sentimentalised child figure by critics was something 

Mansfield was well aware of: “Is it not possible that the rage for confession, autobiography, 

especially for memories of earliest childhood, is explained by our persistent yet mysterious 

belief in a self which is continuous and permanent?” she writes in her journal (Notebooks, 2: 

204). While she held on to the notion of the fluidity of the self throughout her writing career, 

she often threaded these risky waters by writing so extensively about children. And like her 

ambivalence towards her own family and home country, she remained ambivalent towards 

the child: “I think there is something in the idea that children are born in sin, judging from the 

hateful little wretches who ‘play’ under my window somehow – horrible little toads . . .” she 

writes in a letter to Murry (Collected Letters, 2: 188–189). It is tempting to turn to her 

personal writings when trying to understand the intent behind her preoccupation with child 

characters. But as it turns out, they provide no simple answers at all; in fact, she rarely 

discusses children at length, and all we have left is a general sense of ambivalence. Yet, as 
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these few passages show, she was also aware of the risk she was taking in writing about 

them, and the conflictual space which they inhabit in her stories reflects a general 

discrepancy between idealisation and dismissal in the early twentieth century.  

The reception history to Mansfield’s childhood stories is infinitely more interesting than 

trying to discern her own private perceptions about them. The question of biography inherent 

in these discourses is not so much about the direct relation between the personality of the 

author and her work, but rather of the increasing scepticism towards the Historical-

Biographical method itself. Critical trends, whether following Formalism, structural 

approaches or old Romantic conventions affect the ways in which specific literary themes are 

treated. The child has suffered from changing perceptions about the very nature of literary 

quality, and as a result, Mansfield’s childhood stories have seldom been analysed in ways 

which place the child at the centre. But as my own readings of “Prelude,” “Sun and Moon,” 

“Pearl Button” and “The Woman” have shown, the child figure carries many possibilities for 

examining not only the narrative techniques for representing it, but also the wider ideological 

and aesthetic implications which often become its burden. The conflict between child and 

adult perspectives is not only a narrative problem – it also uncovers the problems inherent in 

other oppressive power structures on a much larger scale. These political and structural 

concerns may at first glance seem to oppose affective responses and immersion. But a 

hermeneutics of suspicion and empathy work together in these stories, enabling the child to 

convey its message – even if this message merely points to the very illusion of the 

construction itself.  

With this thesis I hope to have at least stirred the curiosity of literary critics regarding the 

child figure, and I would encourage similar thematic studies to be conducted in the future. 

Making my final selection of stories for this thesis was more difficult than I had imagined – 

there is, to put it simply, so much material to choose from.15 “At the Bay” (1921, 2: 342–

372), the sequel to “Prelude” which documents the Burnell’s vacation at Crescent Bay, and 

“The Doll’s House” (1921, 2: 414–421) are both heavily populated by children, including 

Keiza and her siblings. An earlier and lesser-known Keiza-story, “The Little Girl” (1912, 1: 

301–304), follows her interactions with her father as she both fears and craves his attention – 

a chilling, psychological tale. “New Dresses” (1912, 1: 291–300) is about an unruly little girl 

who rips her new dress apart as she runs around in the garden, a story which explores middle-

                                                
15 All the stories mentioned in this paragraph can be found in The Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of 
Katherine Mansfield, edited by Gerri Kimber et. al, volumes 1 and 2. Original publication dates, volume and 
page numbers are indicated in brackets. 	



 97 

class values about upbringing and parental anxieties. “The Child-Who-Was-Tired” (1910, 1: 

158–164) is a much darker tale about a maltreated servant girl who ends up suffocating her 

mistress’ baby. “The Voyage” (1921, 2: 372–379) is another tale focalized through the child 

alone, and we follow Fenella as she travels with her grandmother by ship, slowly realising 

that a death in the family means she is now shipped away to live at a relative’s house. “A 

Suburban Fairy Tale” (1919, 2: 170–173) and “Sixpence” (1921, 2: 311–316) both centre 

around boy characters. The former is about a child who is ignored by his parents, leading him 

to befriend a flock of sparrows and seemingly transforming into one himself. The latter is 

narrated from a father’s perspective as he physically abuses his son for being unruly to his 

mother, and the subsequent shame and guilt he experiences afterwards. There are, no doubt, 

many other stories beyond these suggestions which could be used for the purposes of similar 

analyses. Moreover, the theme of childhood itself spans various literary traditions, and other 

authorships may also benefit from similar approaches. This thesis has merely touched upon 

the tip of the iceberg of a potentially much larger field of study.  

The child’s potential for literary analysis, then, is far from exhausted. And as its status in 

the real world has been raised tremendously during the last century, with the advancement of 

children’s rights and new research in the fields of psychology, child development and 

educational pedagogy, it is time for literary studies to follow suit. Not so much to mould 

itself against these scientific principles, but to discover the discursive and fictional 

expressions of the literary child as a textual topos. What this amounts to is literature’s unique 

ability to actualise and offer new ways of understanding the child which scientific and 

political studies cannot. And this, perhaps, is reason enough to take its appearance in fiction 

seriously, to acknowledge how authors such as Mansfield showcase how writing gives 

childhood new forms of expressions not equalled in any other discourse. Mansfield’s ongoing 

struggle to navigate between the oppositions and complexities which the child’s world 

presents in literary form, is, I believe, one of her greatest experimental achievements as an 

author.  

Ultimately, for being so extensively written about in literature, the child is surprisingly 

little talked about in criticism. But despite its marginal status, it somehow seems to endure as 

a figure in artistic representations, adopting an almost eternal position within our collective 

imagination. When Keiza and her grandmother talk about death in “At the Bay,” the girl asks 

her grandmother: “Does everybody have to die?” The grandmother replies: “Everybody!” 

Keiza, confronted by her own mortality for the first time, is utterly confused. But then, after a 

pause, she firmly insists: “What if I just won’t?” (358)  
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Appendix 
 

Critics have been using “Hin” and “Jim” interchangeably when discussing “The Woman at 

the Store.” In different editions of the story, published in various publications and 

anthologies, the interchangeability persists. This confusion led me to initiate an email-

correspondence with Gerri Kimber, Deputy-Chair of The Katherine Mansfield Society, where 

she made me aware that the original text printed in Rhythm in 1912 uses “Hin.” The 

confusion stems from Murry’s emendation in the posthumous publication Something Childish 

and Other Stories (1924). The most up-to-date and scholarly edition of her earliest works, the 

first volume of The Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of Katherine Mansfield (2012), 

uses the correct name “Hin.” Editors of later collections have often used Murry’s version of 

the name; my own Wordsworth edition of The Collected Stories of Katherine Mansfield 

(2006) made me aware of this inconsistency originally. The possibility that Hin may be a 

Māori character, as far as my research shows, has not been problematized by any Mansfield-

scholar to date. This Appendix provides an overview of the research I conducted on this 

matter and the process by which I conclude that there is at least a possibility that Hin may be 

a Māori character.  

My first task was to get a general overview of the inconsistency in terms of various 

critics’ commentaries upon the stories. Many critical works do not mention “Hin” or “Jim” at 

all. I looked through numerous books, essay collections, editorial introductions in collected 

editions and journal articles. The critics who do not mention the story or Hin resulted in a 

long list in itself. The function of this list was to serve as a personal reminder of the texts I 

had already scrutinised. For the purposes of readability this list will not be included in this 

Appendix. I will only list those critics who mention the character by name. Another task was 

to see if any of the critics make further comments upon this editorial problem, which some 

do. Then, I tried to see whether any of them have problematized the Māori aspect of the name 

specifically, which, to my knowledge, none of them have done. 

 

Critics referring to the character as “Jim” when 

discussing the story: 
Daly, Saralyn R. Katherine Mansfield. Twayne, 1965, p. 41. Twayne’s English Authors

 Series 23. 
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Mercer, Erin. “‘Manuka Bushes Covered with Thick Spider Webs’: Katherine Mansfield and 

 the Colonial Gothic Tradition.” JNZL: Journal of New Zealand Literature, no. 32, 

 2014, pp. 85–105 (p. 93). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/43198605. 

Morrow, Patrick D. Katherine Mansfield’s Fiction. Bowling Green State U Popular P,

 1993, p. 119. 

Smith, Angela. Katherine Mansfield and Virginia Woolf: A Public of Two. Clarendon P, 

 1999, p. 119.  

 

Smith was later to use the correct version “Hin” in her 2003 article for JNZL (see below). 

One can therefore suppose that she was made aware of the correct name at some point 

between 1999 and 2003.  

 

Critics referring to the character as “Hin” when 

discussing the story: 
Alpers, Anthony. The Stories of Katherine Mansfield. By Katherine Mansfield, Auckland,

 Oxford UP, 1984, p. 551. 

Bennett, Andrew. Katherine Mansfield. Northcote House / The British Council, 2004, p. 38. 

 Writers and Their Work. 

Dunbar, Pamela. Radical Mansfield: Double Discourse in Katherine Mansfiels’s Short 

 Stories. Palgrave Macmillan, 1997, pp. 44, 47, 187. 

Harding, Bruce. “Mansfield, Misogyny and Murder: ‘Ole Underwood,’ ‘The Woman at the 

 Store’ and ‘Millie’ Revisited.” JNZL: Journal of New Zealand Literature, no. 6, 1988,

 pp. 119–136 (p. 126). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20764056. 

Manenti, Davide. “From the Store to the Story: Katherine Mansfield and the Process of 

 Rewriting.” JNZL: Journal of New Zealand Literature, no. 32, 2014, pp. 167–181 (p.

 168). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/43198609. 

McDonnell, Jenny. Katherine Mansfield and the Modernist Marketplace: At the Mercy of the

  Public. Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, pp. 50–51.  

Smith, Angela. “Katherine Mansfield and Rhythm.” JNZ: Journal of New Zealand Literature, 

 no. 21, 2003, pp. 102–121 (p.112). JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/20112358. 

Snyder, Carey. “Katherine Mansfield, Rhythm, and Metropolitan Primitivism.” The Journal 

 of Modern Periodical Studies, vol. 5, no. 2, 2014, pp. 139–160 (p. 159). Project

 MUSE, muse.jhu.edu/article/579021. 
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Alpers: 

“But [Murry] also made a change which has no authority. K. M. did not call the character 

Jim. He was ‘Hin’, throughout – a puzzling name, but now restored. The text is thus a 

corrected version of that in Rhythm” (The Stories 551).  

 

MacDonnell:  

“Murry’s clarifying editorial effect is evident in the story’s posthumous appearance in 

Something Childish and Other Stories, where Hin is renamed a more masculine Jim. In 

Mansfield’s original, however, his name is both feminine and Maori, although the final ‘e’ is 

dropped from Hine (a Maori name, meaning daughter)” (50–1). 

 

Dunbar: 

“‘Hin’, though puzzling, may simply be an idiosyncratically shortened version of the Maori 

girl’s name Hinemoa” (47). 

 

Footnote 30: “See Alpers, op. cit., 1984, p. 551. Like the use of ‘she’ referred to in note 29 

the name ‘Jim’ employed in the Constable text appears to be an unauthorised emendation of 

Murry’s” (187). 

 

Smith:  

“The landscape is inhabited by ghostly figures whitened by pumice dust, one of them, to 

judge by his name, Maori” (“Mansfield and Rhythm” 112). 

 

Despite suggesting that Hin may be a Māori character – the only critic referring to him as 

such – Smith moves on to other thematic discussions, particularly those having to do with the 

story’s gender problematics. Being an eminent Mansfield-scholar, her assertion is 

nevertheless interesting and supports my theory’s plausibility.  

 

Clues in the text itself and The Urewera Notebook: 
The text itself neither confirms nor invalidates the assumption that Hin may be a Māori 

character. As such, interpretation is open to both possibilities. The Urewera Notebook (1978), 

which documents Mansfield’s own travels in the New Zealand backblocks in 1907 and 

inspired the setting for “The Woman,” may provide us with some possible answers. Knowing 
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very little about New Zealand expeditions in general, Mansfield’s own observations and Ian 

Gordon’s commentary offered me a surprisingly befitting source. 

One of Hin’s physical attributes is described as such: “his black eyes glittered,” however, 

he was also “white as a clown.” Here we have several possibilities: whiteness could refer to 

his real skin colour, which probably refutes the Māori-theory. He could also be “white” 

because, as the narrator describes, they were hungry and tired. The most likely reason for his 

whiteness is the dust on the road: “white pumice dust swirled in our faces” (“The Woman” 

268). This does not invalidate his possible Māori ethnicity.  

Jo says to Hin: “you’re the bright boy of the party – where’s this ‘ere store you kep’ on 

talking about.” (268–269) This suggests that Hin knows the land and is familiar with the 

outskirts outside the urban settler communities. He might be an experienced traveller himself, 

but he may also be of Māori ancestry, having this knowledge passed down to him by his 

family. This puts forth the question: was it common for Māori to guide white travellers on 

expeditions? Mansfield’s notes from her Urewera expedition might offer some clues. Gordon 

writes in The Urewera Notebook that she appreciated the “warm welcome the 1907 party 

received from the Māori guide and his family” in the Umuroa and Te Whaiti regions (29). 

This suggests that they did in fact travel with a Māori guide at some point. Vincent 

O’Sullivan confirms this: “Alf Warbrick, for many years the best known guide in the thermal 

area . . . conducted the party for several days of the expedition” (Mansfield’s New Zealand 

71). I noted from the image of Warbrick in O’Sullivan’s book that he has some of the 

physical attributes of the Māori, and Te Ara – the Encyclopedia of New Zealand can confirm 

that he was the son of an English father and a Māori mother. The article also states: “Other 

Maori guides – all of them women – became more famous than Alfred Warbrick” (Keam, my 

italics). Not only does this verify the fact that there were several Māori guides in New 

Zealand at the time – it also confirms that Mansfield herself had an experience with one of 

them. While not succumbing into an all too presumptuous biographical reading of Hin as a 

character moulded against Warbrick, the evidence at least suggests that a scenario where a 

Māori guide travelled with two Pākehā was rather common. Neither does it completely 

obscure the fact that Mansfield had an experience with Warbrick, himself having a dual 

identity as both Māori and Pākehā, which do correspond to the general assumption of Hin’s 

fluid identity as it appears in the text. Ultimately, the scenario seems at least realistic and 

certainly possible.  

Hin’s Englishness and language skills may at first seem to oppose the Māori-theory. 

However, the descriptions in Mansfield’s notebook testify to the fact that some Māori 
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displayed Western characteristics and mastered the English language. At the Te Whaiti 

campsite she notes: “The Maoris here know some English and some Maori not like the other 

natives – Also these people dress in almost English clothes” (Urewera 61). A Māori guide 

would necessarily need to master the language in order to communicate with travellers. If we 

want to use Warbrick as an example, his English father would certainly have provided him 

with necessary training in the English language, meaning there existed guides who displayed 

such skills.  

These observations provide interesting clues, but are in no way conclusive of the fact that 

Hin was supposed to be a Māori character. He is not described as the party’s guide, in fact, 

the story presents him more as a close friend of the narrator and Jo than an outsider of their 

union. Many Pākehā travellers were also knowledgeable about the land and the indigenous 

communities: George Ebbett, an experienced traveller whom Mansfield camped with, was a 

Māori speaker “with a considerable knowledge of Maori history and ethnology” (Gordon, 

Urewera 33). Therefore, I want to stress that I am not asserting that Hin was definitely 

intended by the author herself to be a Māori character, and that all Mansfield-scholars have 

simply missed this fact. Rather, I want to suggest that these clues and the story’s general 

ambiguity in terms of Hin’s identity open up to new possibilities of “reading” him as a Māori.  

 

To conclude 
I believe that a literary critic may justly conduct new and interesting readings of “The 

Woman” with the possibility that Hin could be a Māori character. This, I believe, is welcome 

news to scholarship as it opens the text up to new meanings. Very few of Mansfield’s stories 

include Māori characters, and this would be a welcome addition, particularly regarding 

questions of coloniality, “otherness” and fluid identities and cultural positions. In this thesis, I 

have limited these interpretations to those directly linked to the themes of children and 

childhood. I am sure there are many ways to approach this issue, and I would encourage 

future scholarship to examine this further, whether to refute my theory altogether or apply it 

to literary analyses. Overall, I hope that these observations can enrich Mansfield-scholarship 

and the growing interest in this particular story. As Gerri Kimber wrote to me when she so 

kindly made me aware of the editorial confusion: “It’s a wonderful story, and the subject of 

much research in recent years” (Kimber, “Re: The woman”). I hope my own research can 

contribute to this recent critical interest.  
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