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The Fantasy Novel and Stuart Little


In today’s culture, audiences have been inundated with the adaptation of fantasy novels for the screen, from such classics as The Lord of the Rings trilogy, which introduced audiences of all ages to magically cursed rings, faeries, powerful white-haired wizards, and hobbits, to such contemporary favorite as the Harry Potter series, which welcomed audiences all ages to prepubescent wizards, magic wands, flying broomsticks, gentle giants, and unicorn blood-sucking villains (and made it all seem so cool). Although others have been adapted for the screen, the popularity of these series seems to equate the fantasy genre with high fantasy, those stories that include magic, wizards, and battles between good and evil with good prevailing at the end. This overwhelming new connotation overshadows other forms of fantasy, especially animal fantasies, those stories that may not feature characters with such great magical powers as Gandalf or Harry Potter. Although some animal fantasies have been adapted for screen to critical acclaim like Dick King Smith’s Babe: The Gallant Pig, the popularity of these stories appears to be diminutive in comparison to the “wizarding” movies and novels of high fantasy. As a result, it is necessary to redefine such animal stories as authentic and effective fantasies rather than as cute animal stories. This paper will prove that Stuart Little by E.B. White (Harper & Row, 1945) is an authentic fantasy based on its use of anthropomorphic animals and the human reaction to them, as well as the themes of self-actualization and loyalty, evident in the story.

Anthropomorphic Animals and Extra-ordinary Acceptance


According to Michael Joseph’s lecture on the fantasy genre (p.3), one element of fantasy is the inclusion of anthropomorphic animals. Sewell’s Black Beauty and White’s Charlotte’s Web are cited as examples, but Stuart Little is another novel by White that caters to employs or demonstrates would be the better choice: cater to means “serves” and the novel doesn’t “serve” the characteristic, the characteristic serves the novel. this characteristic as well. Stuart is a tale of the adventures experienced by the title character, a mouse named Stuart. Thus, Stuart is a mouse, but not a mouse in the sense of the cheese-nibbling, scampering through holes on the walls on all fours, mousetrap-evading rodent.  Right! Not that kind of a critter at all. Our protagonist is the son of human parents, the brother of an obnoxiously human boy. He is not the lone animal in the Little household, for we have the family cat, Snowbell, and an adopted bird, Margalo. In addition, there is Snowbell’s feline friend, Angora, and a gray pigeon who warns Margalo of impending danger. Each animal can speak, and speak to humans, but it is Stuart who takes on the greatest number of human characteristics and is treated as though he were human. He brushes his teeth; cleans his body with a washcloth, soap and water; performs waist bends to strengthen his abdominal muscles, and drives a car. In addition, the human Littles acknowledge Stuart’s species, so they are not under a magical spell cast to make them think little Stuart is really human. Shortly after Stuart’s arrival, the family decided to remove from their nursery rhyme songbook “Three Blind Mice,” to avoid worrying Stuart about a farmer’s wife chopping off his tail, and, in “’Twas The Night  Before Christmas,” to replace the word, “mouse” with “louse,” so that Stuart is not made to feel uncomfortable. In addition, they constantly worry about a hole in the wall made by mice before the family moved into their home, believing that, one day, Stuart will scamper into it and be lost to them forever. So the Littles are aware of Stuart’s difference, but unquestioningly have accepted him as their son and brother, rather than as a rodent, or even a pet. As Snowbell points out in one passage, “’Stuart is a member of the family, and the bird is a permanent guest, like myself.”


In Stuart’s communication with the outside world, we see a further “blend of magic with the commonplace” (Joseph, Fantasy Genre Lecture, 5), or, taken a step further, the acceptance of the extraordinary within the ordinary. Ah, sublime! Brilliant point. Stuart is an extraordinary sight to be seen, even for his home city of New York, striding down the crowded streets twice the size of a dime but weighing no more than a hamburger. At two inches tall, Stuart is quite easy to miss and one might be a bit put off to see a mouse in a sailor suit boarding a city bus, but the humans seem to accept it with few blinks or stares. They have made accommodations for this small hero, welcoming this different being—a mouse who acts like a human—into their world. [As we perhaps have accepted the extraordinary into our ordinary world?[ This is evidenced by the following instances:

· Stuart’s dentist friend, Dr. Carey, provides the mouse with a model car Stuart can drive on his quest to find Margalo. (White 78)

· He purchased new clothing at a doll’s shop and “charged everything.” (83)

· Stuart is hired as a substitute teacher in a New York City school. (87)

· When Stuart stops on the road for a cool drink, the shopkeeper who sells him a bottle of sarsaparilla and a cup “opened the bottle, poured some out into the cup, and set the cup down on the step below Stuart, who whipped off his cap, lay down on his stomach, and dipped up some of the cool refreshing drink, using his cap as a dipper. (102)


Self-Actualization and Loyalty


“Many works of fantasy for children and adolescents, particularly in the classic or ‘high’ fantasy tradition, confront large themes such as good versus evil, social justice, ad self-actualization and loyalty.” (Joseph 2) Although the theme of good versus evil is a loose one in Stuart Little—evil can be embodied in the villainous felines Snowbell and Angora, but that’s a stretch—themes of self-actualization and loyalty are strong. Good!


For Stuart, self-actualization is not entirely an awareness of strength. Be sure, he is well-aware of his abilities. They are touted throughout the book: he sails a toy sailboat (38); he can retrieve Ping Pong balls from the cracks and crevices in his home (7); he can slide down a drain to retrieve lost jewelry (5); he can bathe on his own (15), traverse New York City on his own (26), and save Margalo from the clutches of Snowbell on his own (with a bow and arrow) (55). To the reader, these deeds are extraordinary for a 2-inch tall mouse, but to Stuart, these acts are quite ordinary. To him, it is natural to protect Margalo, to sail a boat, and stroll around the city. Stuart is confident, undaunted by his size. It is when Stuart needs assistance, however—when he is wrapped up in the window shade, imprisoned in the refrigerator, and carried away to a garbage dump—that we begin to see his understanding of his limitations. He learns that, although he does many things humans can do, and things humans can not do, there are times in which he will need a helping hand. This has little to do with height or weight or animal kingdom classification, but humanity. It is when we see Stuart at his lowest that he appears to be the most human: he has invited Harriet, a two-inch tall woman, on a date, and his carefully laid plans go awry. The tiny canoe he has just purchased, in which he had planned to embark on a romantic row, was destroyed. Stuart is inconsolable, even by the woman he so wants to impress. His dreams for the day were dashed. It takes a conversation with a telephone repairman the next day to reassure Stuart that he is going in the right direction. “’A person who is heading north is not making any mistakes, in my opinion.’” (129) It is this human exchange—between a mouse and a telephone repairman sitting in a ditch—that helps propel Stuart to move forward, under blue skies and with a renewed confidence that had been damaged only hours before. Not only is Stuart aware now that things don’t always go as planned, and that sometimes we do need someone else to help us to right ourselves, but he now knows he has the strength and courage to brush himself off when he has fallen and keep moving onward. Young Stuart has always been aware of his strengths. His adventures have made him more aware of his weaknesses and the ways in which he can handle the disappointment his weaknesses, and life in general, may bring. 


Loyalty is what drives Stuart to embark on his quest. Margalo has disappeared. This is the bird who rescues Stuart from the garbage dump, who sounds beautiful: she is “brown, with a streak of yellow on her bosom.” (128) She is Stuart’s friend, and he loves her. His description of her to the telephone repairman is proof of his regard for the bird: “She comes from fields once tall with wheat, from pastures deep in fern and thistle; she comes from vales of meadow sweet, and she loves to whistle.” (128) It is clear that the bird and mouse are close. They have saved each other’s lives. They live in the same household. They are family. It is, therefore, unacceptable for Stuart to allow Margalo’s disappearance to go unchecked. He is concerned for her. This loyalty to Margalo sparks Stuart’s interest in the rest of the world, almost as if he wonders what it is that would hold Margalo’s interest outside the Little home, outside of New York City. Although Stuart takes a detour to date during this search for his friend, he regains his footing and continues driving north, where he is sure he will find her. Good!
Just as our small hero, Frodo Baggins embarks on a quest to save the world from destruction in The Lord of the Rings, Stuart Little, embarks on a quest to find his friend Margalo and to prevent any danger from befalling her. The magnitude of each hero’s journey differs, true: Frodo saves the world from evil, while Stuart seeks to save Margalo from hungry cats. Both are small creatures traveling a world made for larger beings, and both learn something about themselves along the way, with a little help from unsuspecting characters. For Frodo, the impetus to keep moving and complete his task was the encouragement his best friend, Samwise Gamgee, provided. Stuart was propelled to move onward by a telephone repairman. Both are fantasy novels, although LOTR is a strong example of high fantasy, while Stuart Little is a strong novel of animal fantasy. [Right. And though LoTR confronts Big issues, SL confronts Little issues that are yet universal.] Although some will prefer the darkness of evil and orks and bloody battles to Stuart’s travels in his motorized model car, there is no doubt that E.B. White’s story about an uncanny mouse is a fantastic tale that shows how human a little mouse can be. 

From the mouths of babes (just don’t call them babies….)


When recently asked, a dozen fifth-grade gifted and talented students New Jersey explained that “talking animal” tales like Stuart Little are not fantasy novels, but stories for younger students who can read “really good.” They explained that the idea of an animal speaking and acting like a human feeds only an immature imagination, in part because “it’s totally unreal for an animal to talk.” These students acknowledged having seen at least one movie from the Lord of the Rings trilogy and at least one movie from the Harry Potter series and having enjoyed them both. Their school librarian asked if they believed in magic or wizards or hobbits, or trees that talk and walk. When they laughingly declared that they did not, of course, they were asked if there was a difference between enjoying a story that included talking trees and hobbits, and enjoying a story about a mouse with human chacteristics. They thought for a moment. Some laughed, while others shrugged and admitted, “Good point.” 
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