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Frances Hodgson Burnett:
A Generic Analysis of Little Lord Fauntleroy, A Little
Princess, and The Secret Garden

Phyllis Bixler Koppes (bio)

Frances Hodgson Burnet t 's last ing cont ribut ion t o children's lit erat ure
consist s of  t hree books, Little Lord Fauntleroy (1886), A Little Princess
(1905), and her best  work, The Secret Garden (1911). This was Marghanit a
Laski's assessment  in 1951, and subsequent  crit ical opinion has usually
agreed wit h her.  Burnet t 's individual achievement  in t hese books can be
described by placing t hem wit hin t he appropriat e lit erary t radit ions. In
Little Lord Fauntleroy and A Little Princess Burnet t  combined t wo genres
she knew as a child: t he fairy t ale and t he exemplum. In The Secret Garden
she cont inued t o use t hemes and mot ifs from t hese genres, but  she
gave symbolic enrichment  and myt hic enlargement  t o her poet ic vision
by adding t ropes from past oral t radit ion at  least  as old as Virgil's
Georgics. Previous descript ions of  development  in Burnet t 's t hree best
known works have focused on t he increasing dept h and subt let y in t he
port rayal of  her main child charact ers.  While t his approach highlight s a
special st rengt h of  The Secret Garden, it  fails t o explain why A Little
Princess and especially Little Lord Fauntleroy remain "curiously
compelling"  now t hat  beaut iful, innocent  children are not  as fashionable
as when Burnet t  was writ ing. The following analysis of  Burnet t 's earlier
works as fairy t ale-exempla, on t he ot her hand, avoids using st andards of
psychological credibilit y in charact erizat ion more appropriat e t o realist ic
novels of  child life. Moreover, a discussion of  Burnet t 's use of  myt hic and
past oral t radit ions in The Secret Garden, shows t his work t o be her
mast erpiece not  just  because it s main child charact ers are mult i-facet ed
but  because t he work as a whole is richer t han it s predecessors in
t hemat ic development  and symbolic resonance.

Bot h t he exemplum and t he fairy t ale made a deep impression on
Burnet t  as a child. In The One I Knew Best of All: A Memory of the Mind of a
Child (1893) Burnet t  was highly crit ical of  t he exempla she had read. She
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described t hem as "horrible lit t le books" [End Page 191] given by
"religious aunt s," books "cont aining memoirs of  dreadful children who
died early of  complicat ed diseases, whose lingering development s t hey
enlivened by giving unlimit ed moral advice and inst ruct ion t o t heir
parent s and immediat e relat ives."  In "Lit t le Saint  Elizabet h" (1890), t he
st ory of  a child whose good inst inct s are warped by her aunt 's religiosit y
and by t he many "legends of  saint s and st ories of  mart yrs" she has read,
Burnet t  similarly scorned t he excesses of  t he religious exempla as well as
t he at t empt s t o imit at e t hem t oo lit erally and self-consciously.  Despit e
such harsh crit icism, however, Burnet t  ret urned t o t his genre repeat edly
in her memoir; like Lit t le Saint  Elizabet h, she had been much a ect ed by
t he religious st ories she read. "There was not hing she would have been
so t hankful for as t o f ind t hat  she might  at t ain being an Example,"
Burnet t  said of  herself  as a child; but  self-examinat ion had t old her t hat
she could not  mat ch t he f ict ional children in t heir high st andards of
conduct  or in t heir abilit y t o e ect  inst ant  conversions in ot hers (The One I
Knew Best, pp. 188189). Fairy t ales, on t he hand, provided Burnet t  wit h
more a ect ionat e memories. As an adult , she had friends on t wo
cont inent s scouring old bookst ores for a part icular collect ion of  t ales
which she had owned, memorized, and t hen lost  when she was seven or
eight  years old. She was ret elling t he st ories t o children and was about
t o publish t hem when someone found her "Lost  Fairy Book." In 1904 she
wrot e an appreciat ive preface t o a new edit ion of  t his work, Granny's
Wonderful Chair (1856) by Frances Browne.

Browne's fairy t ales—which are at  t he same t ime parables against
greed and pride—could well have point ed Burnet t  t oward t he
combinat ion of  fairy t ale and exemplum she achieved in Little Lord
Fauntleroy and A Little Princess.  From t he religious exemplum she t ook
t he child paragon who has a beneficial influence on t hose around him; her
narrat ives are secularizat ions of  t he st ory about ...
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