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Delights of Dinners, Pleasures 

of Picnics in the “Make-believe”: 

Food Fantasies of the Edwardian 

Children’s Literature Translated 

into Polish1

Aleksandra Wieczorkiewicz

During the Golden Age of  English juvenile literature – from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland to A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh – “food fantasies” and images 

literary representations of  eating in Edwardian and post-Edwardian Golden Age children’s 

Potter, Kenneth Grahame, A. A. Milne, and J. M. Barrie. It analyses the functions of  food 

“The pleasure of  the table belongs to all ages, to all conditions, to all countries, 
and to all eras; it mingles with all other pleasures and remains at last to console us for 
their departure” (Brillat-Savarin 25). Thus reads aphorism VII in Jean Anthelme Brillat-
Savarin’s famous The Physiology of  Taste, or, Transcendental Gastronomy (1825). Brillat-Savarin 
regards the pleasure of  eating as a universal, profoundly human condition regardless of  
times, nationality or social status drawing also our attention to the connection between the 
“pleasures of  the table” and other pleasures (presumably both physical and intellectual), 
as well as to their comforting dimension. Eating is, in this approach, closely related to 
nostalgia: it rekindles past sensations and serves as an impulse awakening memories, as in 
a famous scene from Marcel Proust’s In Search of  Lost Time in which “the taste of  the piece 
of  madeleine soaked in decoction of  lime-blossom” (Proust 51) evokes happy memories 
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from the narrator’s childhood.
The role of  food and eating in Western culture and literature – from Homer’s epics 

Boyce and Fitzpatrick), always including the observation that food is never just food. It 
organizes the collective cultural imagination and can be even perceived as culture itself  
(Montanari). Food generates meanings and is “not only the product of  a culture but one 
that gives shape to the mentalities

providing us with knowledge about social and family relationships, manners, and morals 

to eat, characters in literature do not eat to live because they are not alive (Nicholson 38). 

The association of  the pleasures of  eating with the pleasures of  reading is not new 

“raw” language – is often compared to the process of  cooking (Shahani 2). No wonder, 

what kind of  food you eat, and I will tell you what kind of  man you are” (25) has been 

to see writers as cooks, translators should also be considered in this line of  profession, 

Among these spiritual cooks are also the translators. But they are cooks 
of  a special kind: their role is to prepare dishes from the distant world for 

but also, if  there is no other way, to replace them with local products – 

– sometimes – to change or revive traditional dishes, either by using new 
ingredients or changing the way the old and well-known ones are used. 

2

to the realities, history and traditions of  a given community and language (Dymel-
Trzebiatowska 186) – is particularly demanding in the case of  children’s literature, where 



191

12 Delights of  Dinners, Pleasures of  Picnics in the “Make-believe”

capacities. Food translation strategies are thus situated between two poles: that of  adapting 
to the target culture in order to facilitate their reception by the readers (domestication) and 

3 building on children’s ability to absorb 

values was already noted by Wendy Katz in her pioneering article (192). Since then, 

Daniel; Keeling and Pollard; Carrington and Harding; Keeling and Pollard). As Daniel 

food 

acts to seduce readers; through mimesis it ‘naturalizes’ the lesson being 
taught; and, through the visceral pleasures (sometimes even jouissance) it 

of  the moral thus delivered. (4) 

The persuasive power of  food descriptions invites the reader to immerse themselves in the 
book and identify with the characters, thus supporting its didactic message. By absorbing 
“nutritious” literary instructions about how and what to eat, the child – who since the 
eighteenth century has been perceived as a nature-bound being at a lower stage of  cultural 
development – learns to live according to the rules of  civilization, and to control carnal 
lusts and desires. 

On the other hand, food – sweets in particular – is a favorite object of  childish 

children, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
hole “a little bottle” labelled “DRINK ME” and “a very small cake” labelled “EAT ME” 
(Carroll 9, 13). In the words of  Carolyn Daniel, 

Food fantasies are a traditional ingredient in classic British children’s 
literature. These stories often include sensuous, mouth-watering 

social, cultural, and psychological functions (Daniel 62).

But children’s literature was associated with food also on a higher level: in the turn-of-
the-century Britain, reading was perceived as consumption according to the principle 
“you are what you read” (Galbraith 1), and critics and educators have attached increasing 
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importance to what is “good” (wholesome, nutritious) literature for children.4 The 
culmination of  the literary production of  the Golden Age goes hand in hand with the 
peak of  the British Empire’s power and prosperity in the Edwardian era, on which George 
Orwell tellingly comments in Such, Such Were the Joys (1947):

The Merry Widow, Saki’s novels, Peter Pan and Where 
the Rainbow Ends, the age when people talked about chocs and cigs and had 
scrumptious teas at the Troc. From the whole decade before 1914 there 

crème-de-menthe and 
soft-centred chocolates – an atmosphere, as it were, of  eating everlasting 
strawberry ices on green lawns to the tune of  the Eton Boating Song. (357)

The image of  the Edwardian era – a brief  but culturally intense period, beginning with 
the 20th century and lasting until World War I – became mythicized in later years and came 

cuisine. Children’s literature of  the time undoubtedly contributed to such an image of  the 

idealized childhood was established as a symbol of  their times and a counterbalance to 

(Gavin and Humphries 1–19). Unsurprisingly, then, the Edwardians celebrated a “boom” 
of  writing for and about children, in which, even more than in Victorian era, the child 

5 In this chapter I will discuss food fantasies in the Edwardian and 

most realistic to the most fantastic ones: from the nature-immersed The Tale of  Peter Rabbit 
(1902) and The Tale of  Squirrel Nutkin
of  Grahame’s The Wind in the Willows (1908) and Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh (1926), to the 
Neverland of  Barrie’s Peter and Wendy (1911).

Eat or Be Eaten: Beatrix Potter
Humphrey Carpenter calls Potter “an ironist in Arcadia” – and indeed, in the opening of  
The Tale of  Peter Rabbit, the irony involves and directly relates to food. Mrs. Rabbit warns 

had an accident there, he was put in a pie by Mrs. McGregor” (Peter Rabbit 10–11). This 
prohibition triggers a chain of  events in Potter’s narrative: for Peter, the garden becomes 
a forbidden fruit worthy of  disobedience. Just as Eve in Eden is tempted with the promise 
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then he ate some radishes” (Peter Rabbit 23). It is worth noting here that Polish translations 
Powiastki Beatrix Potter) and Anna Matusik-

Dyjak (Historyjki Beatrix Potter
While Musierowicz retains the original vegetable, in Matusik-Dyjak’s version “radishes” 
are replaced by “carrots” (Historyjki 12), probably in adherence to the stereotypical image 
of  a carrot-eating rabbits. Such a decision may have also been supported by Potter’s 
illustration for this scene: in the picture Peter is munching on oblong radishes, which 
resemble carrots in shape (only their leaves testify that they are not actually carrots). Thus, 
it can be considered that the translator was trying to achieve a correlation between the 

essential characteristics of  translation for children (Oittinen). 
Needless to say, Peter is caught in the act of  damaging the vegetable beds by Mr. 

loses all his human attributes: his shoes and blue jacket. These metamorphoses of  the 
protagonist – from the ordinary rabbit from the opening illustration, through strongly 

with the ability to speak) problematizes Western food rules and, through empathic 

eating and being eaten (Daniel 29). The Tale of  Peter Rabbit is governed by a fairy-tale 

similar to that of  stories about giants or that of  the Brothers Grimm’s Hansel and Gretel, 
in which children want to savor a gingerbread house but are themselves in danger of  
being eaten. In the end, Peter is punished for his disobedience and gluttony – although 

him of  his appetite and instead of  supper he must take a dose of  bitter chamomile tea. 

as primitive beings, “wild” and, at the biological level, similar to animals. 
This primordial element emerges even more strongly in The Tale of  Squirrel Nutkin 

owl named Old Brown, who serves in this world as a kind of  a primordial deity. Each day 

mole, a couple of  fat mice, minnows, beetles, or a pot of  honey; they feed the owl so as 

this convention and prefers to tease the owl with traditional rhymes and songs, almost 
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good as plums in plum-pudding” (Squirrel Nutkin 32) thus referring to the English traditional 
Christmas dessert prepared in a linen bag. On this occasion Nutkin performs a traditional 
rhyme about the plum-pudding: 

Flour of  England, fruit of  Spain, 
Met together in a shower of  rain; 
Put in a bag tied round with a string, 
If  you’ll tell me this riddle, I’ll give you a ring.” (Squirrel Nutkin 32)

The rhyme is a Christmas riddle, but we can trace also references to Queen Mary’s 
betrothal to Prince Philip of  Spain in 1554 (hence the names of  the two countries and 
the ring in the last verse, as indicated by the authors of  The Oxford Dictionary of  Nursery 
Rhymes (Opie 161–162). Interestingly, both Polish translators of  Potter’s tale retain the 
traditional dessert and render it in Polish as “pudding” thus adopting foreignizing strategy, 
but Matusik-Dyjak substitutes “a ring” for a “cream roll” (“rurka z kremem”; Historyjki 
37), apparently unaware of  the nursery rhyme’s deep cultural references and in the belief  
that another delicacy might serve the translation well, especially in regards of  the rhythm 
and rhyme. 

Nutkin, like Peter, is punished for his disobedience – eventually, Old Brown catches 

for survival depend on one’s place in the food chain: the stronger devours the weaker, 
and eating involves the risk of  being devoured. Potter tames the realities of  nature with 
irony, humour, and convention, but the reader can feel that this icing is thin and easy to 
melt away. Although concerned with the world and the laws of  nature, Potter’s tales are 

worth noting that the Polish translations retain the message of  the tales, but through slight 

while Matusik-Dyjak’s more recent translation tends to neutralise the foreignness of  the 

Dulce Domum: Kenneth Grahame
While Potter’s tales are stories about animals disguised as humans, Kenneth Grahame’s 
The Wind in the Willows is rather a story about humans disguised as animals. Grahame’s 
book is a praise of  home and domesticity (see Sullivan; Wieczorkiewicz), lavish afternoons, 
prosperity, abundance, and comforts of  life in nature – but a nature that is tamed and 



195

12 Delights of  Dinners, Pleasures of  Picnics in the “Make-believe”

nourished; the Water Rat calls it his “food and drink”, and compares the smell of  the 
patches of  mud in the spring to the smell of  a plumcake (Grahame 9). The Wind in the 
Willows
constantly treated to a feast of  home-made culinary delights. A taste of  this is provided by 
the scene of  a picnic to which the Rat takes the Mole, a novice to the riverside life, along 

“What’s inside it?” asked the Mole, wriggling with curiosity. 

“coldtonguecoldhamcoldbeefpickledgherkinssaladfrenchrollscresssandwic
hespottedmeatgingerbeerlemonadesodawater—”
“O stop, stop!” cried the Mole in ecstasies. “This is too much!” (Grahame 8)

Grahame arranges the enumeration of  picnic food in a single line, without spaces, thus 
imitating the speed of  the Water Rat’s answer and at the same time putting the reader 

, 1938), dispenses 
with it altogether and records the enumeration in a standard way, thus adapting it to the 
child readers and making it easier to understand; the authors of  later versions – Bohdan 
Drozdowski (Wierzby na wietrze y, 2014) – 

has become popular in Poland relatively recently; Godlewska and Drozdowski drop the 
designation of  the drink’s type and simply translate it as “beer”. Also “French rolls” (“A 

eating) in nature (see Hunt, “Fantastic Food”), but while still at the same picnic, Mole 
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sort of  comment on the sudden disappearance of  one’s friends at any time, for any 
reason or no reason whatever” (Grahame 12) – which is probably when those friends 
eat other friends or are themselves being devoured. The animal nature seems at times 
to prevail in Grahame’s characters over human nature, though the amalgam of  these 

addresses some rabbits with the dismissive remark “Onion sauce, onion sauce”. In the 
The Wind in the Willows

an allusion to a popular Victorian culinary recipe for rabbit in white onion sauce from 
Mrs. Isabella Beeton’s famous Book of  Household Management (1861) (Grahame 148). The 
Mole insults the rabbits with a reference to a human dish made of  them and at the same 
time threatens that he might eat them in the onion sauce, despite the obvious biological 
absurdity of  this remark (moles, of  course, do not feed on rabbits). This is also a very 

employs Polish idiom “put your nose in the sauce” i.e. mind your own business instead of  

In The Wind in the Willows food sets the boundaries between Culture and Nature: the 
“civilized” consuming of  meals versus primordial eating of  one another. For most of  the 
story, it is Culture that seems to reign over the tamed Nature, but there are moments when 
the latter reveals its true self: during his lonely journey through the Wild Wood, the Mole 

animal. His adventure, however, ends well in the kitchen of  the Badger’s underground 
house – “a home from the old days”, steeped in tradition, history, and sacred customs. 
In Grahame’s description of  the kitchen scene the whole space seems to come alive and 

other” (Grahame 38). The house – animated and anthropomorphized – appears to be a 
living creature with its feelings, thoughts, and an invigorating force, which is, of  course, 

Robert Hemmings, who analyses the fantasy of  food in The Wind in the Willows from 
the perspective of  nostalgia studies, emphasizes a strong connection between food rituals 
and domesticity. This intertwining is also noted by Frances E. Dolan in her study of  
domesticity and familiarity in Graham’s classic in which she points to the prison scene 
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when the gaoler’s daughter brings Toad typically English, home-cooked food: “bubble 

tray, with a cup of  fragrant tea steaming on it; and a plate piled up with 

The Wind in the Willows proposes a Polish 
substitute name for this dish, but all employ a degree of  neutralization (not domestication, 

when frying).

The Land of Milk and Honey: A. A. Milne

to it. Winnie-the-Pooh’s safe, arcadian landscape is populated not by humanized animals, 
but by animated toys that have their prototypes in the childhood plays of  Christopher 

than those of  Potter or Grahame6 – is also devoid of  the horror associated with the laws 
of  nature. Here no one eats anyone, nor is the fear of  being devoured evidently present. 
But still, the world of  Winnie-the-Pooh constantly revolves around food, as does the mind of  
its main protagonist. Milne, a “Punch” humorist, builds his book’s humor on the Bear’s 
childish gluttony, as it is Pooh’s appetite and honey-loving that get him into all sorts of  

Rabbit when Pooh eats all the supplies – then he cannot leave Rabbit’s burrow and has 
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to wait until he loses some weight. In this scene literature (reading) and food are clearly 
connected: when the trapped Pooh learns that he will have to spend a whole week stuck 
in Rabbit’s burrow, and Christopher Robin proposes to read to him, Pooh asks to be read 
“a Sustaining Book, such as would help and comfort a Wedged Bear in Great Tightness” 

) does not 

(Milne 31), further enhancing both the humorous and symbolic dimensions of  the scene. 
Milne constructs humour on the theme of  food, both in situations and in language: 

as in the chapter on the search for Eeyore’s tail, when Pooh consults Owl about the best 

“Well,” said Owl, “the customary procedure in such cases is as follows.” 

“I generally have a small something about now—about this time in the 
morning,” and he looked wistfully at the cupboard in the corner of  Owl’s 
parlour; “just a mouthful of  condensed milk or what not, with perhaps a 
lick of  honey—” (Milne 50)

For Pooh, the formal phrase “customary procedure” has no meaning and can be only 
associated with eating: “crusty” and “seedcake”. The importance of  these food associations 
for the comic dimension of  Milne’s narrative is noticed by both Polish translators of  
Winnie-the-Pooh

Polish translator of  Winnie-the-Pooh

(44). 
However, food in Winnie-the-Pooh serves not only to create an amusing plot but has 

also a symbolic dimension: Pooh’s favourite “little something” is honey and condensed 
milk, and these dainties become symbols of  a child’s Arcadia, associated with the biblical 
“land of  milk and honey”, an earthly paradise in which childhood is sweetness itself. 
While honey is often associated with children7, milk represents a symbol of  femininity 

world of  the Hundred Acre Wood seems in some sense deprived. This is noticeable in 
the predominance in the story of  male characters who, although anthropomorphized 
toys, resemble English country gentlemen living in their bachelor dwellings (this is true 
of  Winnie-the-Pooh, Rabbit, Piglet and especially Owl); the element of  femininity 
and motherhood only arrives in the Hundred Acre Wood with Kanga, but it is treated 
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nature of  the world. Even more so, in Winnie-the-Pooh, the taste for sweet, condensed 
milk can be seen as a nostalgic desire to return to maternal care and love that would be 

real relationships.  Perhaps, then, Milne points to the impossibility of  fully returning to 
childhood even through literature, which resembles condensed milk: it is an improved but 

In the Polish versions of  Winnie-the-Pooh, both translators retain honey, but condensed 
milk was not introduced in Poland until the 1960s. While Adamczyk-Garbowska, who 

this sweet treat, Tuwim, who translated Milne before World War 2, opted for “sweet 

– if  we agree with the interpretation discussed above – would be crucial to the book’s 
symbolism. The symbols of  milk and honey in Winnie-the-Pooh are charged with nostalgia: 

the nourishing milk of  maternal care. The sweetness of  childhood proves to be tinged 
with bitterness, and the paradise becomes a lost paradise since childhood always remains 
in the shadow of  adulthood.

Bitter-sweet: J. M. Barrie
The dichotomy between sweet childhood and bitter adulthood reappears in Barrie’s 
Peter and Wendy (1911) – the most far-reaching in the realm of  fantasy of  the analyzed 
works and at the same time the only one in which the theme of  eating seems deliberately 
marginalized. Food and consumption are not a central or even vital motif  in the story. 

Barrie describes a child’s imagination as consisting of  two overlapping maps: fantasy and 

something connoting bitterness and distastefulness, in opposition to sweet treats) that Mr. 
Darling applies to his youngest son Michael. The boy is only persuaded to follow his 
father’s instructions when he promises to take his own medicine at the same time:

‘I have just thought of  a splendid joke. I shall pour my medicine into Nana’s 
bowl, and she will drink it, thinking it is milk! (Barrie 32)

Mr. Darling tricks his son into obedience through cunning, power and, authority: the 
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adult is thus presented as the one who uses coercion and deception in the area of  eating, 
manipulating food to his own ends. Similarly, Captain Hook (a sort of  Neverland double 
of  Mr. Darling, usually performed in the stage play by the same actor), intends to use food 
to destroy Peter Pan and the Lost Boys. First, he plans to smuggle them a poisoned cake:

they will die! (Barrie 75)

When this plan fails, Hook adds poison to Peter’s medicine, thus repeating the opening 

suitable for humans” (53) plucked from the beaks of  passing birds. However, in Neverland, 
meals are not always real, and they depend on Peter’s whim: 

Their chief  food was roasted breadfruit, yams, cocoa-nuts, baked pig, 
mammee apples, tappa rolls and bananas, washed down with calabashes 

meal or just a make-believe, it all depended upon Peter’s whim. He could 
eat, really eat, if  it was part of  a game, but he could not stodge just to 

Make-believe was so real to him that during a meal of  it you could see him 
getting rounder. (Barrie 90)

(mammee apples are from South America, while poe-poe is a Hawaiian food made from 
the corm of  the taro plant), including non-edible products that can stimulate the reader’s 
imagination (tappa rolls – rolls of  unwoven cloth made from the paper mulberry tree in 
Polynesia), does not place Peter Pan’s island in any particular geographical space (90), 

is also an interesting moment in translation: while Polish translators (those who render 
this passage at all)8 have no trouble with cocoa-nuts or baked pig, other elements of  the 
Neverland menu seem problematic. In the latest 2015 translation by Andrzej Polkowski 
(
(i.e. the Polish customary name for crab-apples), an interesting translational choice 
insofar as it indicates the tropical, paradise-like character of  the island and at the same 
time carries a biblical connotation of  original sin and the “lost paradise” of  childhood; 
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(

become pome-granates and mangoes (still tropical fruit but more familiar to the readers 
as they can be easily bought in Polish groceries) while mysterious poe-poe is replaced 
by simple raspberry juice (122). The results of  the best translational research, however, 

passage on Neverland food), in which the translator proposes the archaic form “kalabasy” 

Botanika szczególna

belongs to the realm of  fantasy rather than reality.
All in all, this is the only passage in the entire novel that discusses food more broadly 

– a notable absence of  this theme was noticed also by reviewers of  the play Peter Pan, or the 
Boy Who Would Not Grow Up (1904); a few days after the premiere, L.F. Austin of  The London 
Illustrated News wondered: 

eat nuts all day, for the only visible game consists of  wolves, an ostrich, and 
a crocodile, animals not mentioned in any cookery-book. (Austin)

However, Neverland is not free from the terror of  being eaten, which interestingly does 

right arm Peter once used to feed a crocodile: “It liked my arm so much, that it has 

in Smee. The crocodile has also devoured the clock and its sound warns the pirate of  the 
approach of  the hungry beast: the ticking crocodile is clearly a symbol of  passing time 
and impending death, as is the food itself, linked to the biological need for nourishment 
inseparable from growth and development. In Peter Pan, food is not presented as a symbol 

a symbol of  death and an instrument in the hands of  adults who feed children to deprive 
them of  their childhood, since the need to eat leads to growing up and adulthood.
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In Conclusion: What’s Eating?  

tell a story about reality, revealing the truths of  nature and at the same time providing a 

between Nature and Culture, the human and the animal in The Wind in the Willows, or as 
an element that evokes humor and nostalgia, an important determinant of  the Arcadian 
world and the sweetness of  childhood, as in Winnie-the-Pooh
be called real “food fantasies”, in which food is valued positively and occupies a central 
position. They are clearly distinguished from Barrie’s Peter and Wendy “food dystopia”, 
where eating is placed on the margins and food becomes a tool through which adults 
manipulate the child’s world, as well as a symbol of  growth and death. 

children’s literature; it also builds our language, best witnessed in phrases and idioms, 

the realities of  the presented world and is an important transmitter of  tradition, place, 
and time. They can refer to stereotypes (like carrot-eating rabbit in the Polish translation 
of  The Tale of  Peter Rabbit) or history (Squirrel Nutkin), nostalgic link between food and home 

 The Wind in 
the Willows
of  the symbolic dimension of  the presented world (“condensed milk” in Winnie-the-Pooh, 
tropical fruit in Peter and Wendy). In all these cases every choice of  the translator – whether 

reading and interpretation. Ultimately, it is only fair to say that in children’s literature, 
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Notes

1 This chapter was written as a part of  the OPUS 21 grant of  the National Science Centre, Poland, project no. 
2021/41/B/HS2/00876: Half  a Century of  Children’s Literature in Poland. Texts for a Young Audience in the Context of  
Cultural Production and Power: The Recipient of  Literature – Literature as a Recipient.
2 See also Chiaro and Rossato 238.
3 Lawrence Venuti, who introduced the terms “domestication” and “foreignization” to Translation Studies, 

publishing trends, political alignments”, and the latter as “motivated by the impulse to preserve linguistic and 

also Venuti The Translator’s Invisibility).
4 Catherine Keyser points out that in the late nineteenth century, which “saw the advent of  industrial food, 

food ever more available and yet potentially treacherous”, children were seen as the most vulnerable consum-
ers, whose proper diet should be particularly cared for (Keyser 146–147). This can also be said of  the child 
book-consumers of  the period, whose proper intellectual diet was of  particular interest to authors and critics 
(see Stevenson 2011).
5 For various periodisations and canons of  the Golden Age of  English children’s literature, see Green, Carpen-
ter, Gubar, Sorby.
6

the presented world.
7 As noted by Daniel, sweetness (especially the sweetness of  honey) connotes in everyday speech feelings of  

(children, loved ones) with food objects, but also with animals; see Daniel 34.
8

Wanda, 2014) – it disappears altogether, most probably due to the fact that these translations were based on the 


