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Encounter and Self-development of the Girl Protagonist in Joan G.
Robinson’s When Marnie Was There

SASADA Hiroko

Abstract Joan G. Robinson (1910-88) was a British children’s writer and
illustrator who created several well-known works for young child readers. These
included works such as Teddy Robinson series (1953—64) about her daughter
Deborah’s teddy bear and Mary-Mary books (1957-60) about the youngest girl in a
family with five children . Robinson herself illustrated these works. She also wrote
some religious books under another pen name, Joan Gale Thomas. When Marnie
Was There (1967), which was written for older children, was shortlisted for the
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Carnegie medal. Although it was published in the 1960s, When Marnie Was There
shows a lot of similarities to fantasy works of the 1950s.

In this article, the significant aspects of When Marnie Was There are discussed:
the specific place where the girl protagonist encounters the past; the child
protagonist’s object of love, and growing up through isolation. In the discussion of
the place and the girl protagonist, the Ghibli animated film released in 2014, When
Marnie Was There (original Japanese title: Omoide no Mani) is refrred to. Through
this, the article explores the process of self-development the isolated girl
protagonist undergoes, which is caused by the experience of loving the other and
being loved in return.

Keywords: encounter with the past, object of love, isolation
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And then she saw the house . . .

As soon as she saw it Anna knew that this was what she had been
looking for. The house, which faced straight on to the creek, was large
and old and square, its many small windows framed in faded blue wood
work. No wonder she had felt she was being watched with all those
windows staring at her!”
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She[Anna] looked up. Standing above her, at the top of what she now
saw was a flight of steps cut into the wall, was a girl. The same girl as she
had seen before. She was wearing a long, flimsy dress, and her fair hair
fell in strands over her shoulders as she bent forward, peering down into
the boat."”
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“You don’t know how much I wanted someone like you to play with! Will
you be my friend for ever and ever?” And she would not be satisfied until
they had drawn a circle round them in the sand, and holding hands, vowed

eternal friendship. Anna had never been happy in her life.””
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“Anna! Darling Anna!”

“What?” she shouted back.

“Anna! Oh, how I wish I could get to you! But I can’t. They've locked
me in. And they're sending me away tomorrow. I wanted to tell you ——
to say goodbye —— but they wouldn’t let me out.

“Anna —” she wrung her hands despairingly behind the glass ——
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“please forgive me! I didn’t mean to leave you all alone like that. And I've
been sitting up here crying about it ever since. Say you forgive me!”

.. . suddenly all the bitter grudge she had been feeling against Marnie
melted away. Marnie was her friend, and she loved her. Joyfully she

shouted back, “Yes! Oh, yes! Of course I forgive you! And I love you,

Marnie. I shall never forget you, ever!”®
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“. .. one develops some small line of one’s own which somehow sidesteps
the competitive world. I drew ... Much went into it[the novel] of the

solitary child for some of us are always solitary children.”*”
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Mrs Preston, seeing Anna’s ‘ordinary’ look —— which in her own mind she
thought of as her ‘wooden face’ —— sighed ... With luck, if she[Anna] looked
‘ordinary’ no-one would speak to her in all that time. (Robinson, pp. 8-9. T #%£¥)

Ibid pp. 24-5.

Deborah Robinson, Postscript’ of When Marnie Was There (2002), p. 282.
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Robinson, pp. 123—4.

Ibid, pp. 124-6.

Commire, p. 184.

Robinson, p. 244.
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