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INTRODUCTION: THE BOY WHO
WOULDN'T GROW UP

Few characters in literary history have
captured the collective imagination quite
like Peter Pan. For over a century, the
story of the mischievous boy who can
fly, who leads the Lost Boys in
Neverland, and who battles the
villainous Captain Hook has been a
cherished part of childhood. However,
the version most people know

today—from the beloved 1953 Disney
animated film or the various stage
adaptations—is a softened, sanitized
retelling of a much darker and more
complex original. The original story of
Peter Pan, penned by Scottish novelist
and playwright J.M. Barrie, is a tale
steeped in themes of mortality,
abandonment, and the bittersweet pain
of growing up. Understanding this
original narrative offers a richer, more
profound appreciation for a story that
has become a cornerstone of English
literature.
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To truly grasp the original story of
Peter Pan, one must look beyond
Neverland's glittering fairy dust and
pirate ships. Barrie’s Peter is not merely
a carefree sprite; he is a tragic figure, a
boy who ran away from home on the day
he was born, horrified by the prospect of
becoming a man. His story is one of
eternal childhood, yes, but it is also one
of profound loneliness, forgetfulness,
and a certain coldness that comes from
a life without consequences. This article
will take a deep dive into Barrie’s
creation, exploring its origins in the
novel The Little White Bird, its
development into the famous play Peter
Pan, or The Boy Who Wouldn't Grow Up,
and its final form in the novelization
Peter and Wendy.

THE GENESIS OF A MYTH: HOW
BARRIE CREATED NEVERLAND

The Real-Life
Inspiration: The
Llewelyn Davies
Boys

Before Peter Pan could fly, he had to be
born in the mind of his creator. .M.
Barrie had a unique and, by modern
standards, complex relationship with the
Llewelyn Davies family. It was through
his friendship with the five
boys—George, Jack, Peter, Michael, and
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Nico—that Barrie found the inspiration
for his most famous character. He met
the boys and their parents, Arthur and
Sylvia, in Kensington Gardens in London,
and he quickly became a fixture in their
lives. Barrie would entertain the children
with fantastical stories, cobbled together
from their games and adventures. It was
from these intimate, playful sessions
that the seeds of the original story of
Peter Pan were sown.

The boy named Peter Llewelyn Davies,
perhaps ironically, would later grow to
have a complicated relationship with the
character he inspired. The name "Peter"
was chosen for the character, and "Pan"
was borrowed from the mischievous
Greek god of the wild, shepherds, and
flocks—a fitting name for a creature who
was half-boy, half-myth. The family’s

tragedies, including the deaths of Arthur
and later Sylvia, deeply affected Barrie
and infused the story with a melancholic
undercurrent about the fragility of life
and the innocence of childhood.

Peter Pan’s First
Appearance in
The Little White
Bird

Peter Pan did not first appear in a
children's story. His debut was in a 1902
adult novel by Barrie titled The Little

White Bird. In this book, Peter is a seven-
day-old infant who escapes his human



life because he believes his mother will
be disappointed in him for not being a
bird. He flies to Kensington Gardens,
where he lives with birds and fairies. This
version of Peter is far more feral and less
human. He is described as a "Betwixt-
and-Between," a boy who is part human
and part bird, unable to fly properly
because he has begun to doubt his
ability. The original story of Peter
Pan in this incarnation is not set in
Neverland but in the magical nighttime
version of Kensington Gardens, complete
with fairies, a thrush's nest that serves
as his home, and goat rides with Pan
himself.

This early Peter is capricious, selfish, and
forgetful. He does not care much for
human rules or emotions. The narrative
is told from the perspective of the

narrator, who is trying to comfort the
boy David. This initial sketch laid the
groundwork for the more fully realized
character who would soon take the
stage.

THE PLAY: PETER PAN, OR THE
BOY WHO WOULDN'T GROW UP

From Page to
Stage: A
Theatrical
Revolution

In 1904, the original story of Peter
Pan was transformed into a stage play
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that premiered in London. Barrie
expanded the Kensington Gardens tales
into a full-length theatrical adventure.
The play was an immediate sensation. It
introduced the world to the Darling
family—Wendy, John, and Michael—and
to the definitive setting of Neverland.
The play was revolutionary for its time,
featuring flying sequences achieved by
complex stage machinery, a crocodile
with a ticking clock in its stomach, and a
fairy—Tinker Bell—who could only
communicate through the light of a
magical bell. The famous scene where
the audience is asked to clap for Tinker
Bell to save her life was a
groundbreaking moment of interactive
theater.

In this version, Peter is not a baby but a
boy of about twelve or thirteen. He is

boastful, brave, and utterly heartless in
his innocence. He brings Wendy to
Neverland to be a mother to him and the
Lost Boys, not out of love, but out of a
selfish need for storytelling and care.
The play spends considerable time
exploring the dynamics of this makeshift
family, with Wendy taking on the role of
mother to boys who have no real
parents. The original story of Peter
Pan in the play ends with a definitive
choice: the Darling children choose to
return home and grow up. Peter,
however, cannot and will not follow. He
remains in the window, frozen in time,
watching the family he can never be part
of.



The Tragic

to kiss him in the play, he is confused by
the gesture. He sees her as a functional
part of his world, not as a true

Comp|6X|ty Ofcompanion.

Peter Pan

One of the most jarring aspects of the
original story of Peter Pan is Peter's
essential loneliness and his lack of
memory. Barrie emphasizes that Peter
has a "short memory." He forgets
events, people, and emotions almost as
soon as they happen. This is both a gift
and a curse. It allows him to remain
perpetually happy and carefree, but it
also means he cannot form lasting
attachments. He cannot love Wendy as
she loves him because love requires
memory and growth. When Wendy tries

This tragic flaw is the heart of Barrie's

story. Peter's freedom is not without a
terrible cost. He is always on the verge
of understanding human emotion but
can never quite grasp it. He is a
paradox: a boy who represents the joy of
eternal youth but also the horror of
never experiencing the depth and
richness of adult relationships. This
duality makes him a far more interesting
character than the simple hero of later
adaptations. The famous line, "To die will
be an awfully big adventure," spoken by
Peter in the play, encapsulates his
otherworldly perspective on life. It's a
statement that is both thrilling and
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deeply unsettling.

THE NOVEL: PETER AND WENDY
(1911)

The Definitive
Text

In 1911, Barrie adapted the play into a
novel titled Peter and Wendy (though it
is often published simply as Peter Pan).
This novel is the most complete version
of the original story of Peter Pan. It
fills in details that the play could only
hint at and provides a more narrative,
introspective view of the characters. The
book is written in a unique, third-person
omniscient voice that is both whimsical
and wry, often directly addressing the

reader with a knowing smile. For
example, the narrator famously
describes Mrs. Darling’s mind as a "nice
house" with many rooms, and that she
"tucked" her children's thoughts away.

The novel gives us a richer
understanding of Captain Hook. While
Hook is a villain, Barrie shows him as a
man of tragic dignity, a former Etonian
who is obsessed with "good form." His
terror of the crocodile, which has already
swallowed a clock and thus announces
its presence with a ticking sound, is a
masterful creation of suspense and dark
humor. Hook is not just a pirate; he is a
foil to Peter. He represents everything
Peter rejects: adulthood, sophistication,
mortality, and the passage of time. Their
eternal conflict is a battle between
childhood and age, freedom and



responsibility.

Key Themes and
Darker Elements

The original story of Peter Pan is not
afraid to touch on darker themes. The
Lost Boys are not simply fun-loving pals;
they are babies who "fell out of their
perambulators" (baby carriages) when
their nannies were not looking. If they
are not claimed after seven days, they
are sent to Neverland. This is a chilling
metaphor for neglect and the
randomness of fate. Peter himself is
described as a "demon boy" or a
"betwixt-and-between," and his killing of
pirates is treated with a matter-of-fact
brutality. Barrie writes of Peter "running

them through" with his sword without a
moment's hesitation. The violence in
Neverland is real and has consequences,
even if Peter doesn't understand them.

Another key theme is the role of
mothers. The entire plot of the novel
hinges on the idea of a "mother." Wendy
goes to Neverland to fill a void, and the
Lost Boys desperately want a mother.
Peter, however, rejects the concept,
having run away from home. His
complex relationship with motherhood
reflects Barrie’s own deep-seated issues
regarding his mother, Margaret Ogilvy,
who was deeply affected by the death of
his older brother, David. Barrie often
tried to fill that void by dressing in his
brother's clothes to comfort his mother.
This personal history bleeds into the
story, making the original story of
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Peter Pan a deeply psychological work
about loss, longing, and the desire to
either hold onto childhood or escape it.

THE LEGACY AND ENDURING
APPEAL

Why the Original
Matters

Understanding the original story of
Peter Pan allows us to appreciate why
this story has endured for over a
century. While the Disney version gave
the world a visual icon—a red-haired,
green-clad boy with a jaunty hat—it
sanded away the rough edges. The
Disney Peter Pan is a heroic figure, while
the Barrie Peter is a wild, amoral

creature of nature. The original story
asks difficult questions: Is it truly
wonderful to never grow up? What do we
lose when we gain the ability to love and
remember? What do children owe to
their parents, and what do parents owe
to their children?

Modern retellings, such as the film Hook
(1991) or the novel Peter Pan in Scarlet
(2006), often attempt to reconcile these
two versions of the character. They seek
to give Peter the emotional depth that
Barrie implied but never fully delivered.
The original story of Peter Pan
remains the gold standard, however,
because it is honest. It does not pretend
that childhood is a utopia. It admits that
childhood can be cruel, lonely, and
frightening, even as it is magical and full
of adventure.



CONCLUSION: THE BOY WHO
REMAINS

The original story of Peter Pan by
J.M. Barrie is far more than just a
children's fairy tale. It is a profound
meditation on time, memory, and the
human condition. It presents us with a
hero who is enviable for his freedom but
pitiable for his inability to connect. The
story of the Darling family—and their
journey to Neverland and back—is

10

ultimately about the necessity of
growing up. Wendy chooses to return to
the nursery, to embrace her future, and
to experience the "awfully big
adventure" of life and death as a human
being. Peter Pan, standing forever at the
window, is a reminder of what we leave
behind. He is the spirit of childhood,
brilliant and beautiful, but also cold and
unreachable. He remains, as he always
has, flying just ahead of the ticking
clock.
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