
Picturing The Wolf In Children Literature:
Exploring the Fascinating Role of Wolves in
Children's Literature and Culture
The presence of wolves in children's literature has fascinated readers of all ages
for centuries. These mysterious creatures have been portrayed in various ways,
ranging from the fearsome antagonist to the beloved companion. In this article,
we will delve into the significance and portrayal of wolves in children's literature,
exploring their cultural representation, symbolism, and their impact on young
readers.

The Wolf as a Symbol of Fear

Throughout numerous folklore, fairy tales, and fables, the wolf has often been
depicted as a symbol of fear and danger. Stories such as "Little Red Riding
Hood," "The Three Little Pigs," and "Peter and the Wolf" all portray the wolf as a
cunning predator, ready to devour the innocent and unsuspecting.

These tales serve as cautionary stories, warning children about the potential
dangers lurking in the world. The image of a fierce and cunning wolf teaches
children to be cautious, to trust their instincts and avoid strangers who may have
ulterior motives.
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The wolf's portrayal as a frightening antagonist also highlights the universal fear
of the unknown. Children, who often struggle with understanding the complexities
of the world, may identify with the vulnerability of the characters facing the wolf,
thereby finding solace in their triumph over fear.

The Wolf as a Metaphor for Transformation

While wolves are often depicted as the antagonists, they can also represent
transformation and personal growth. In the popular children's novel, "White Fang"
by Jack London, the wolf is the protagonist, illustrating the journey from untamed
wilderness to civil society.

The wolf's wild instincts and untamed nature symbolize the primal instincts that
we often have to navigate as we grow up. Through various challenges and
encounters, the wolf protagonist gradually transitions from a feral creature to a
loyal companion, highlighting the potential for growth and self-discovery.

This portrayal teaches children the value of empathy, understanding, and the
ability to change for the better. The wolf, in this context, becomes a metaphorical
representation of the inner struggles we face and the potential for transformation
within ourselves.

The Cultural Significance of Wolves
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Wolves have a rich and captivating cultural history, deeply rooted in various
societies. In Native American folklore, for instance, wolves are often revered as
guardians and protectors of the natural world. They are seen as symbols of
loyalty, strength, and spirituality.

By incorporating wolves into children's literature, authors and illustrators bring
these cultural nuances to young readers, introducing them to different belief
systems and fostering an appreciation for diversity. This exposure helps children
cultivate an understanding and respect for other cultures, thereby promoting
multiculturalism and empathy.

Impact on Young Readers

Wolves are intriguing creatures that have captivated the imaginations of
countless children over the years. The depiction of wolves in literature provides
an avenue for children to explore their emotions, fears, and dreams in a safe and
controlled manner.

Engaging with stories featuring wolves enables children to confront and
overcome their fears while also allowing them to identify with the characters' inner
struggles. This identification fosters a sense of connection and belonging,
reassuring young readers that they are not alone in their journeys.

Additionally, reading about wolves also presents an opportunity for children to
develop a deeper understanding of the natural world, its delicate balance, and the
importance of conservation efforts. By associating wolves with positive qualities
like loyalty, courage, and wisdom, children learn to perceive these creatures
beyond their folklore portrayal, fostering a sense of respect and admiration.

In



From instilling a sense of caution and an appreciation for personal growth to
introducing children to different cultures and fostering a love for nature, the
portrayal of wolves in children's literature plays a significant role in shaping young
readers' perceptions and values.

The multifaceted representation of wolves allows children to explore complex
emotions, conquer their fears, and navigate the ever-changing world. By
embracing the wolf's presence in literature, we open doors to new perspectives,
nurturing empathy, and inspiring the next generation of curious minds.
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From the villainous beast of “Little Red Riding Hood” and “The Three Little Pigs,”
to the nurturing wolves of Romulus and Remus and Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle
Book, the wolf has long been a part of the landscape of children’s literature.
Meanwhile, since the 1960s and the popularization of scientific research on these
animals, children’s books have begun to feature more nuanced views. In
Picturing the Wolf in Children’s Literature, Mitts-Smith analyzes visual images of
the wolf in children’s books published in Western Europe and North America from
1500 to the present. In particular, she considers how wolves are depicted in and
across particular works, the values and attitudes that inform these depictions, and
how the concept of the wolf has changed over time. What she discovers is that
illustrations and photos in works for children impart social, cultural, and scientific
information not only about wolves, but also about humans and human behavior.

First encountered in childhood, picture books act as a training ground where the
young learn both how to decode the “symbolic” wolf across various contexts and
how to make sense of “real” wolves. Mitts-Smith studies sources including myths,
legends, fables, folk and fairy tales, fractured tales, fictional stories, and
nonfiction, highlighting those instances in which images play a major role,
including illustrated anthologies, chapbooks, picture books, and informational
books. This book will be of interest to children’s literature scholars, as well as
those interested in the figure of the wolf and how it has been informed over time.
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