











Desired Effects

“How do you know but that you may be the next Child that may die? Methinks I see that
pretty Lamb begin to weep, and thinks of getting by himself and will as well as he can
cry unto the Lord, to make him one of these little ones that go into the Kingdom of
Heaven?”™”

The intended culmination of Janeway’s childhood death narratives is a renewed
commitment to reading the catechism. For an author exploring the full possibilities of
authorial control, Janeway shows a genuine concern for the thoughts of the young reader,
instructing them “What you do not understand, be sure ask the meaning of.” This speaks
to the genuineness of the belief that a real engagement with the word of God, and not the
mere appearance of it, would lead to salvation. For the child, the Parent or the Family?

By adapting the chapbook as a vehicle for religious dogma directed at families,
the Puritans were finally attracting the willing attention of both adults and children. These
highly readable stories may have been an ingenious way of attracting the entire family to
religious ideas. The book’s success also suggests that the book’s message was one that
had great resonance with several generations of parents and children.

To understand this resonance, we must return to the conditions of family life in
the seventeenth century. As Margaret Spufford has written, “Death might visit at any
time and lived nearby.”” If children faced the fearful prospect of an early death, parents
were old enough to have suffered multiple deaths of family members. As Sarah’s mother
question shows, the loss of one child did not dull the pain of the loss of another, “How
will T part with you when I have barely dried my eyes for your brother?” Narratives of
horrid suffering that did not give way to the joys of heaven could provide courage for
dying children and their parents, who might have read the book together throughout an

illness.

% Janeway, 1671
% Spufford, 1981
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The “closure” provided by triumphant departures for heaven in Janeway’s
collection might have inspired parents to invest efforts in preparing their children for a
similar end, as a preventative measure for the extent of parental heartbreak. Living with
the death of a child who believed himself on his way to heaven would have been far
easier than a frightened and uncertain death. In Loci Communes, the Protestant
theologian Melanthon defines faith as the assurance of things to come'®. Faith is the
assurance of things to come. The happy ending of these deathbed *stories” gives life and
death a story shape that makes death’s inevitability predictable and possibly even

comforting.

1® Melanchton, 1555
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CONCLUSION
Historical context sheds light on the role death played in the emerging early

modern literature for children. In 1665, 100,000 people died in the Great Plague in
London alone. One year later, two-thirds of the Metropolis was destroyed within four

I Given the conditions of the time, a series of accounts of

days by the Great Fire
children’s deaths would have resonated differently with contemporary readers than it
does with us.

An illustration added to the 1720 edition of the book underscores this point. In the
picture, a child stands looking down at a tomb unemotionally. Rather than view the
centrality of death in the books I have discussed as morbid, we might consider it adaptive
in a period of high mortality. By keeping death uppermost in mind, one would be less
likely to be thrown off guard by its frequent and sudden appearances.

Being prepared for death implies an absence of fear of death, or at least a
manageable fear of death. A Token for Children’s popularity might well have been due to
its response to a felt need. Noting the persistence of superstition among the English
Common People, J.E. C. Harrison observes, “It was perhaps from the awareness by
laboring people that their world was both precarious and in large part unknown that many
aspects of popular belief stemmed. From Christianity or folk custom they sought
assurance, guidance, protection and some explanation of the world as they experienced
it.'”” These needs were now projected onto Puritanism. As literacy became more
widespread, oral traditions of death stories were adapted into book form.

In book form, the tales of idealized, but real children’s deaths tapped into the
ancient belief of the power of the example in narratives. Books could act as mirrors in
which one saw a better version of one’s self, one’s potential self. Degory Wheare wrote

in 1685 of the moral value of history in these terms. “Good descriptions of persons are a

' Harrison, 1984.
102 lbld
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kind of monitor and by being frequently imprinted upon our minds cause us to remember
who we should like and who not. By reading frequently the titles of which we may as by
a kind of wax-images (as a learned writer expresseth it) help excite and irritate our cold
and languishing memories.'®” Repeated readings of maternal deathbed advice literature

and death literature such as A Token would have helped internalize a code of behavior

and morality.

A Token for Children set in motion certain conventions of children’s literature that
persist. One convention is the idea of the children’s book with two audiences; the child
and the parents. Another is the tradition of the idealized precocious child who from Jo in
Little Women, to Alice in Wonderland, to Harry Potter is still very much a feature of
parentally-approved, popular children’s literature. Children still enjoy imitating these
child-heroes and, though the stakes are considerably lower, parents may still measure
their own children against them.

The movement toward creating “good” books for children may have encouraged a
more sympathetic view of human nature. Determined as the Puritans were to believe in
original sin, the immortalization of these brave and impeccably behaved children through
print might have suggested that young humans, and by extension humans in general come
into the world with a good side as well as a depraved one. Death literature for children
may also have introduced the idea of children’s spiritual equality with their elders. The
triumph of the early exemplary death is that one is rewarded as richly as an old person.

Janeway’s obvious effort in the second edition to persuade his readers of the
authenticity of the death stories suggests that both the author and his readers had a stake
in such human grace being “real” and not a fantasy, as chivalric romances were. With
flesh and blood “models” before them, the idea of imitating such exemplars must have
been very appealing. The recurrent theme of the “imprinting” of a text on a child’s

consciousness is a telling metaphor for how books were believed to shape children. As

' Degory Wheare (1685) in Method and Order in Reading History
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we can note from today’s debates about media effects, such ideas are still very much with
us.

I hope that this thesis has presented the historical context in which a literature for
children first appeared, showing the dangers attributed to children’s pleasurable reading
and the way writers creatively manipulated these to deliver a “desirable” message. We
are far removed today from the specter of death that was so familiar to those living in
seventeenth-century England. At that time, the need to be continually prepared for death
was a catalyst to self-improvement. In today’s children’s media environment, , a great
deal of children’s entertainment, from Pokemon cards, to video games, to movies to
Harry Potter books has death at the center of its plot. Death, fear of it or fear of not being
ready for it, continues to be an unsurpassable motivator. Perhaps today’s writers and
designers understand as their English ancestors did, that the mixture of curiosity, dread
and suspense that children feel toward death has no rival for attracting and compelling a

child’s attention.
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