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THE EMERGENT ADULT CONFERENCE:

The other side of the abyss: representations of adolescence between the wars in Richmal Crompton's William Books

In this paper I intend to explore the ways Richmal Crompton and Thomas Henry present adolescent figures in the enormously popular William Books. I show how, after WW1 the adolescent is often presented as one who has passed over an abyss and has lost the essential humanity, humour and insight of the child. Because many children's books are centred in what Peter Hollindale calls childness, the emergence in the grown-up world is necessarily configured as loss. Nevertheless, as Alison Light argues, in the interwar period a re-alignment of sexual identities was taking place, which was a part of a re-definition of Englishness. Examining Crompton's two caricatures of inadequate maturity, Ethel and Robert, and the ways they are denied both complete adult agency and the insights of the child William, I argue that her repeating motif of the emergent adult as someone who in some subtle way has betrayed childhood by crossing over into a semi-sexualised state of trance, was fundamental to new constructions of gender in the interwar period. 

