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Those wild things: adolescents as monsters and savages
in David Almond’s oeuvre
Elena Guerzoni

If there are demons, this is the world in which
they might pester us. If there are miracles, this
is where they might take place.

David Almond

The chapter explores the representations of adolescence in British author David
Almond’s oeuvre. Using the lens of the evidence-based paradigm (Ginzburg,
1989) integrated with contemporary theories of metaphors — in particular, Um-
berto Eco’s interpretative semiotics (2005) and Lakoff and Johnson’s cognitive
linguistics (1980) —, Elena Guerzoni focuses on seven youth novels by Almond,
beginning with Skellig (1998) and concluding with 7he True Tale of the Monster
Billy Dean Telt by Hisself (2011). In these works, the author creates enlightening
metaphors for adolescence — namely wilderness, monstrosity, a vertical space-
time dimension, and the use of an experimental language and form — that can
be read as representations of adolescents’ otherness and contribute to depict ad-
olescence as a time of opportunities, a period of enormous potential in which
the extraordinary inside and outside oneself is revealed. A careful examination
of each referenced novel shows indeed how Almond’s metaphors — having a cog-
nitive power, and not a merely decorative and ornamental function — help cre-
ate a new reality around the concept of adolescence, thereby deconstructing the
pathologizing narrations which have now become part of the collective imagery.

Keywords: David Almond; adolescence; metaphors; otherness; wilderness.
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Diversity in children’s literature

Internationally recognised as one of the most authoritative voices in contempo-
rary children’s and young adult literature, David Almond discovered his vocation
along his writing path. His epiphanic work in this regard was Counting Stars
(2000), a collection of autobiographical short stories which for Almond repre-
sented the revelation of the charm and mystery of childhood and adolescence
(see Varra 2004 and Joosen et al. 2024). Almond’s first book for young people,
Skellig (1998), was actually published in the United Kingdom two years before
the publication of Counting Stars, but like all the books to come it features the
main themes scattered out in the author’s epiphanic work.

What is particularly relevant for the topic I will address in this chapter is the
representation of adolescence that Almond begins to form in Skellig through
the two main adolescent characters in the novel, namely Michael and Mina. A
teenager’s figure with both animal-like and angelic traits subtly begins to take
shape, being associated with a strange, mysterious creature as well as with birds
— in that finding an echo in William Blake’s poetry'. Being depicted as closely
related to non-human or non-properly-human beings, somehow part themselves
of a dimension which is ‘other’ compared to everyday life, the two adolescents
featuring in Skellig display all their otherness, their being deeply and ontological-
ly different from most of the adults surrounding them.

Whereas in Skellig the association between adolescents and animals/monsters/
angels is referenced in very delicate and lyric terms, with allusions and poetic
images whose implicit meaning lies with the reader, Almond’s later novels for ad-
olescents and young adults leave no doubts about the diversity of adolescence, ‘di-
versity” being defined mostly in terms of wildness and monstrosity. Indeed, the ti-
tles themselves introduce this otherness. In order of publication, Almond’s books
following Skellig include Kit’s Wilderness (1999); Wild Girl, Wild Boy (2002); The
Savage (2008); and The True Tale of the Monster Billy Dean Telt by Hisself (2011).
Thus, it becomes apparent just from the covers featuring these titles that the pro-
tagonists whose stories are told are somehow contaminated with Something Else,
a time-space Elsewhere with which adolescents — living in a liminal territory be-
tween childhood and adulthood — keep the communication open.

In her latest volume entitled Di cosa parlano i libri per bambini. La lette-
ratura per l'infanzia come critica radicale* [What Children’s Books Are About.

1For a close examination of the connections between Almond’s and Blake’s oeuvre, see
Latham 2006, pp. 37-41.

2Reviewed by Elena Guerzoni on Bookbird 62.1, 2024, pp. 68-70.
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Children’s Literature as Radical Critique], Giorgia Grilli states that in its best
examples children’s and young adult literature refers back to ancient myths and
legends and ancestral wisdom, which considered that children and adolescents
need to learn «other realms things», thereby getting to know the other-than-self,
if they want to become full-fledged humans first and adults then (Grilli, 2021).
Drawing on several myths and popular legends, like the Greek myths of Perse-
phone (featuring in Skellig) and of Orpheus (both in My Name Is Mina and A
Song for Ella Grey), and the Jewish myth of the Golem (portrayed in Clay, Billy
Dean, and other books), David Almond demonstrates his considerable awareness
— which he shares with our ancestors — that Here and Now is not everything:
there is something extra-ordinary in our world, a Beyond of whose existence we
are shown through children and adolescents.

In Almond’s oeuvre, the characteristics of wildness and monstrosity are main-
ly associated with adolescent characters, whose liminal age brings along a series
of abrupt physical, psychological, and neurological changes resulting in a sense of
confusion and dismay that can be defined according to René Thom’s catastrophe
theory applied to adolescent development (Mancaniello, 2002). If on one hand
adolescents’ commonality with wildness and monstrosity in Almond’s books
serves as a metaphor for ancient initiation rites, which included the separation of
adolescents from their villages and birth families, a liminal period to be spent in
a wild place (a forest, for instance), and the final reunification with the civilised
and adult world?, on the other such an emphasised otherness is evidence of the
specificity and uniqueness of adolescence compared to the other stages of life.
Making his adolescents similar to birds, monsters, angels, and other undefinable
beings, Almond highlights that adolescents are not simply older children, nor are
they less mature adults: they are beings with their own distinct characteristics,
experiencing substantial and systematic changes in the anatomy and functioning
of the brain in the period between puberty and the early twenties (see Steinberg,
2014); adolescence is a slippery and unstable ground, a suspended time between
childhood and adulthood whose sense of precariousness, uncertainty and indef-
initeness is exasperated in Almond’s oeuvre by the metaphors of wildness and

monstrosity.

3 A painstaking anthropological study of rites of passage is Arnold Van Gennep’s 7he
Rites of Passage. University of Chicago Press, 1961. This work, first published in France
in 1909, marked a turning point in the studies of primitive cultures and folklore, and
was the basis for a radical renewal of the anthropological research on rituals.
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The following paragraphs will analyse the representations of the otherness
of adolescence in some of Almond’s books for adolescents, starting with Skellig
(1998) and My Name Is Mina (2010). Several concepts from the pedagogy and
psychology of adolescence will be referred to, as well as notions derived from
recent research in neuroscience. The analysis thus takes a multi- and interdisci-
plinary perspective, relying on an evidential paradigm (Ginzburg, 1989) and on
contemporary theories of metaphors (Eco, 2005; Gibbs, 1994, 2008; Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980; Stockwell, 2020).

By examining the representations of the otherness of adolescence in some of
Almond’s works, we can explore the author’s perspective and resulting portrayal
of this particular age in human life, thereby gaining additional knowledge of it
through the enlightening, cognitive — and not merely decorative and ornamental
— function of literary metaphors. As Ginzburg affirms, «though reality may seem
to be opaque, there are privileged zones — signs, clues [and, we can add, meta-
phors] — which allow us to penetrate it.» (Ginzburg, 1989, p. 123).

1. Extraordinary Adolescents: Michael and Mina

Like all the teenage characters in Almond’s work, Michael is an ordinary boy
who lives an ordinary life in an ordinary place. His story is narrated in Almond’s
first book for young readers, Skellig (1998), a novel of mystery and self-discovery
which was awarded the prestigious Carnegie Medal and Whitbread Children’s
Book of the Year. It is set in the house in which Almond lived, in Heaton in
Newcastle (Almond, personal website). Michael’s sister has just been born when
he moves to that old house with his parents. She is premature and has a congen-
ital heart defect, which causes her to be detained in hospital where she gets daily
care and finally undergoes a heart operation. Micheal’s parents are very busy
with the restoration of the old dilapidated house, and they are also very con-
cerned about the health of their newborn; his mother spends a lot of time at the
hospital with the newborn, and the news she reports is never reassuring. Michael,
who is a preadolescent facing new situations (moving to another house and the
arrival of a newborn in his family), feels the heaviness and gloom of the atmo-
sphere surrounding him, and he is both sad and frightened. Moreover, he feels
helpless in relation to his little sister. To get distracted and refrain from giving
way to his bad thoughts, Michael begins to explore the tumbledown garage at
the bottom of his new garden, into which he is told not to go. And it is precisely
inside the garage, behind «old chests of drawers and broken wash-basins and bags
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of cement, ancient doors leaning against the walls, deck chairs with the cloth
seats rotted away» (Almond, 1998, p. 9), all covered in dust and spiders’ webs,
where Michael discovers a wizened, mysterious creature also covered in dust and
spiders’ webs, whose hair and shoulders are full of dead blowflies.

He was lying there in the darkness behind the tea chests, in the dust and dirt.
It was as if he’d been there forever. He was filthy and pale and dried out and I
thought he was dead. I couldn’t have been more wrong. I’d soon begin to see the
truth about him, that there’d never been another creature like him in the world

(Skellig p. 9).

This strange creature named Skellig has human traits and a bump on his shoul-
der blades, which Michael soon discovers to be wings. Soon after, Michael finds
a new friend, a neighbour girl named Mina. She is homeschooled and spends
most of her time on trees, where she carefully observes birds, draws, and writes
in her journal. Mina’s otherness is immediately apparent, both in Skellig and in
My Name Is Mina (2010), an extraordinary experimental novel which will be
more thoroughly discussed in the next paragraph. Taken to the garage, Mina
also sees what Michael is able to see, namely Skellig. The two adolescents’ shared
vision is a sign that they both share the strange creature’s diversity. Nobody,
except for Michael and Mina, sees Skellig, whereas they can see him and talk to
him, somehow tuned in on his same wavelength. They both belong to his ‘other’
dimension, being deeply attracted by him, and they are close to the dimensions
of darkness and death — both represented by Skellig. Like Skellig — half human,
half bird or angel or winged monster — Michael and Mina, as well as the baby sis-
ter, are /iminal people: as for Michael and Mina, their adolescent age determines
their being suspended between two age stages, with their projections toward the
future of adulthood and their frequent regressions to childish states (Mancan-
iello, 2018); in the case of Michael’s sister, this very little human creature, just
come into the world, is suspended between life and death, still belonging to that
Elsewhere where she comes from and still uncertain whether she will enter the
world or not — and this is the reason why she does not have a name yet.

From these premises, it can be inferred that adolescents (and infants) are en-
dowed with incredible sensibility, which enables them to recognise the presence
of the extraordinary in everyday life and, as Latham argues, within themselves
(Latham, 2006, p. 33). As well as the mysterious creature named Skellig, the two
adolescent characters of this story are outsiders and attend ‘other’ dimensions
compared to the ones of adults. Indeed, they often are in forbidden, dangerous
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places, where adults never go, like the tcumbledown garage, Mina’s grandfather’s
old abandoned attic (where owls nest), and tree branches. Adolescents’ otherness
is thus emphasised also through the diversity of places adolescents inhabit. More-
over, as we will get into later, their direction is often vertical: they are frequently
placed high up, on trees or tall buildings, or they are literally sent underground,
into dark tunnels, niches, ancient collapsed mines, or sewers under the city —
in that resembling Lewis Carroll’s protagonist Alice, whose adventures actually
take place underground®.

On this point, it is interesting to refer to contemporary psychology deriving
from the empirical evidence that results from an interchange between recent
research in neuroscience and developmental psychology. In his essay entitled
Age of Opportunity. Lessons from the New Science of Adolescence (2014), Laurence
Steinberg refers to a recent discovery about brain development which according
to him represents a valuable reason to reevaluate how we are raising young peo-
ple: adolescence is a period of tremendous ‘neuroplasticity’, in which the brain’s
potential to change through experience is extremely high. The eatly years, com-
monly referred to as ‘zero to three’, are the first period of heightened brain mal-
leability, in which experiences make a major, lasting difference in how children’s
brains develop and their lives unfold (Steinberg, 2014, p. 9). Recent research in
neuroscience testifies that there is another period of development which can be
equated with the early years in terms of neuroplasticity, namely adolescence.
But there is more. Steinberg adds that «not only is the brain more plastic during
adolescence than in the years that immediately precede it, but it is also more
plastic during adolescence than in the years that follow it. The drop in plasticity
as we mature into adulthood is just as significant as the increase in plasticity as
we enter adolescence. In fact, adolescence is the brain’s /asz period of especially

4 The original manuscript version of Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was
entitled Alice Underground. Carroll’s Alice can be considered an icon of adolescence,
its quintessence or, as Giorgia Grilli states, «the absolute — or most successful —
paradigm of growth as a turmoil, with a focus on female growth. Carroll managed

to grasp and masterfully represent that delicate transitional period from childhood

to you-do-not-know-what that every girl (as well as boy) has to go through. He did
not reduce this passage to a simple, obvious, meaningless and painless event. On the
contrary, he portrayed it as a difficult, ambiguous, anxiogenic and alienating moment
with nightmarish traits» (Grilli, 2021, p. 171, translation mine). Alice’s body changes
continuously and unexpectedly, making Alice feel inappropriate and alien to herself —
she even resembles a monster when she becomes huge after drinking from a little bottle
in the White Rabbit’s house.
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heightened malleability» (Ivi: p. 10). Therefore, «adolescence is the new zero to
three, states Steinberg (/bid.), which explains why so many children’s and young
adult authors, perhaps unconsciously, assign infants (or very little children) and
adolescents the ability to see more deeply, and to see the unseen. In Almond’s
Skellig, there is a sign that demonstrates the close bond between adolescents and
infants: Michael feels her baby sister’s heart beat in his breast; in this incredible
and inexplicable way, he knows that she is alive and communicates with her.
Skellig, for his part, is linked to that baby in a very special way. It is as if they
were one, a unique undefinable creature inhabiting a liminal territory between
life and death. Skellig’s increasing health improvement goes along with the in-
fant’s health improvement, and when Skellig visits her in the hospital she finally
recovers and receives the name of Joy’.

As in all Almond’s young adult novels, the two adolescent characters perform
a sort of final initiation rite which takes place in the attic of Mina’s grandfather’
old house, where owls have been feeding Skellig during his stay there. Skellig
takes Michael and Mina by the hand and begins to dance slowly in a circle.
Suddenly, they begin to rise from the ground and whirl, while «ghostly wings»
(Almond, 1998, p. 120) rise from Michael’s and Mina’s shoulders. This elevation,
exciting as well as frightening — and somehow monstrous —, firmly confirms the
adolescents’ diversity and their belonging to Something Else, which is not just
the ordinary everyday life. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that when asked what
he actually is, Skellig eventually says «Something /ike you, something like a beast,
something like a bird, something like an angel» (Ivi: p. 167).

Through his mysterious creature named Skellig, David Almond creates an
enlightening and powerful metaphor of the adolescent condition. Like Skellig,
adolescents are ambivalent, mutant, uncertain and contradictory, both angels of
death and angels of healing (Latham, 2006, p. 36). Resembling to some extent
Barrie’s Peter Pan — who is only seven years old —, they are ‘half-and-half’, being
no more children but not yet adults: they are ‘in-between’, suspended and un-
graspable, waiting for becoming something else.

> Latham suggests that the name Michael’s family finally chooses for the newborn
child recalls William Blake’s poem Infant Joy (Songs of Innocence 1879), which is
about a two-day-old baby who says «I have no name [...] Joy is my name». This poem,
together with the illustration that Blake designed to accompany it, emphasises the

close connection between angels and children, which is also represented in Skellig
(Latham, 20006).
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The passage from childhood to adulthood that adolescents have to go through
is never painless. There are always trials to be overcome, and a price to pay. That
is why Skellig is suffering and faces the danger of passing away at any moment.
He is monstrous, in some ways also disgusting, but his typically human character-
istics (like his great passion for Chinese food) remind us that he is not that differ-
ent from the two adolescents who take care of him and come to love him deeply.

Adolescents too may seem monstrous: their abrupt physical changes, the fre-
quent occurrence of acne and their behavioural turmoil often frighten us adults.
We no longer recognise them; they become alien to us since they are irreducibly
different from our way of living and thinking. The same goes for adolescents
themselves, who are grieving because of three interior losses, also called «The
Fates of Childhood»: the death of the childhood’s family; the death of the child-
ish body; and the death of the childish dimension (Mancaniello, 2018). Adoles-
cents also feel ‘other’ and are a mystery to themselves. Mirrors reveal another
being’s image, with which adolescents have to deal.

Therefore, the question Michael eventually asks Skellig — the one concerning
his identity — is the question par excellence of adolescence, namely the question on
the self. Asking Skellig who he is means, for both Michael and Mina, to wonder
about one’s identity. What Skellig finally tells the two youngs — «Pair of angels...
That’s what you are» (Almond, 1998, p. 167) — helps them understand that be-
yond their monsters there are two extraordinary beings ready to be born anew.

So is Almond’s oeuvre: a liminal territory between light and shadow, life and
death, reality and imagination, monsters and angels. And so are his adolescent
characters: they are ordinary boys and girls who live ordinary lives in ordinary
places, but they are nonetheless extraordinary. As Latham affirms, «[Almond’s]
adolescent characters are as unique and extraordinary as the enigmatic being
who serves as the title character» (Latham, 2006, p. 45). And since at the end
of the narration the newborn child has recovered, and Michael and Mina have
learned to recognise the presence of the extraordinary in the ordinary, Skellig

can finally fly away. Whereas Michael and Mina can fly toward the future of
their adult life.

2. Like owls and bats and cats: her name is Mina
and she loves the night

Twelve years after the release of Skellig, David Almond published My Name Is
Mina (2010), an amazing novel that he chose to devote entirely to his favourite
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character, for him the most important figure in Skellig (Almond, personal web-
site): the weird, crazy, paradoxical, absurd, wonderful Mina McKee. As readers
have already noticed in Skellig, Mina is anything but typical. In My Name Is
Mina, that is Mina’s personal journal, Almond revisits her before she has met
Michael and Skellig, making the reader enter her mind — «a place of wonder!»
(Almond, 2010, p. 10) — and consciousness. Through the combined use of the
first and third person, Almond depicts Mina’s interior world emphasising the
extraordinary beauty of her otherness, which is depicted mainly in terms of wild-
ness and nonconformity.

Unlike other titles I mentioned earlier, My Name Is Mina does not feature the
words ‘wild/wildness/wilderness’ or ‘monster’ or ‘savage’, but as soon as readers
take the book in their hands and browse it, they instantly notice that the book
itself is something weird, or at least different from usual. A dozen pages of white
text on a black background immediately catch the eye, as well as the use of differ-
ent fonts and the inclusion of footnotes, poems, calligrammes, completely white
pages, and rectangles containing «Extraordinary Activities» that Mina offers to
her readers. According to Eve Tandoi, My Name Is Mina fits into the category of
‘hybrid novels’, by which she means novels that «draw attention to themselves as
artefacts in order to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and
reality» (Tandoi, 2017, p. 330). Referring specifically to My Name Is Mina, Tan-
doi argues that «Almond is able to make use of the synergy between visual and
verbal elements to engage in metafictional reflections on the nature of storytell-
ing» (Tandoi, 2019, p. 80). The synergy Tandoi highlights is combined to other
characteristics related to the literary form and structure of the text as well as to its
content, which allow the association of Almond’s writing to the literary current
of modernism. Indeed, the diary form of My Name Is Mina does not have the
temporal progression typical of autobiography. The several narrative moments do
not follow a chronological order, nor are they afforded equivalent time and space
by Mina. As she herself declares in the opening pages of her journal,

I’ll let my journal grow just like the mind does, just like a tree or a beast does, just
like life does. Why should a book tell a tale in a dull straight line?

Words should wander and meander. They should fly like owls and flicker like
bats and slip like cats. They should murmur and scream and dance and sing

(Mina p. 9).

Mina’s journal, thus, proceeds by emotional jolts and time shifts, following a
continuous flow, without any filter. Mina reports her sensations and memories
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in the order — or rather in the disorder — in which they come to her mind, sug-
gesting that «time is not something regular and unchanging, but plastic and
measured not merely by clocks and calendars but by the altered states of con-
sciousness through which it is apprehended» (Brown, 1995, XIII).

In addition to that, My Name Is Mina also features an incursion into a myth
— the Greek myth of Orpheus and Eurydice — that is typical of modernist fiction.
What is important to underline here is that Almond’s experimentation with lan-
guage, form and structure also constitutes a metaphor for adolescence, that is in
turn erratic and non-linear, a stage of life in which the most pressing question is
the one regarding the self, that qui suis je pronounced by Paul Valéry and other
coeval modernist authors. In other terms, Almond’s writing is ‘wild” since it also
serves as a metaphor for the wildness of his adolescent characters.

Mina herself is highly aware of her wildness, and she is particularly proud of it:

I look into the night. I see owls and bats that fly and flicker across the moon.
Somewhere out there, Whisper the cat is slipping through the shadows. I close
my eyes and it’s like those creatures are moving inside me, almost like I’'m a kind
of weird creature myself, a girl whose name is Mina but more than just a girl

whose name is Mina (Mina p. 8).
Later she writes:

PARADOXICAL!

That’s the kind of nickname I'd like to have. Not Typical McKee, but Paradox-
ical McKee!

Or Nonsensical McKee, of course! (Mina p. 17).

Mina, who defines herself as «fantastically nonsensical» (Almond, 2010, p. 14),
knows and recites William Blake’s poems by heart. Her resemblance to this vi-
sionary poet and artist is emphasised by her being, like him, an outsider con-
sidered to be mad — which she is perhaps, as she herself writes, because at night
she turns her face towards the moon and laughs. Latham notes that «she even
resembles Blake in appearance: at one point Michael notes that Blake was small
and red-headed, just like Mina. It is even possible, given Mina’s mother’s fond-
ness for Blake, that she named her daughter after the poet, ‘Mina’ being short for
‘Wilhelmina’, a feminised version of “William’» (Latham, 2006, p. 38).

The otherness of this adolescent character is therefore emphasised through
different expedients and metaphors, including her spatial location, which is, as
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previously stated, mainly vertical: Mina indeed spends most of her time on trees
and she even goes underground, when she undertakes a journey to the under-
world in order to look for her dead father, thereby playing a modern Orpheus.
When she tries to be «a good girl», going to school for a while, she ends up
being criticised and laughed at. In some way resembling Baudelaire’s beautiful
albatross, that «vast sea bird», Mina becomes clumsy and alien, a savage others
cannot understand, when she inhabits the horizontal dimension of the Diesseits
(see Hillman, 1999).

However, thanks to Almond’s sharp eye and his true love for young people
and their age, of which he sees the complexity below and beyond what may be
scary and problematic, we know that this bird-loving, school-hating ‘wild thing’,
who dances the «Wild Rumpus» and «is born for joy» (Blake, /nfant joy) is ex-
traordinary. Her name is Mina and she loves the night.

3. Wild Girls, Wild Boys:

the wilderness inside Kit, Blue and Elaine

Kit’s Wilderness is Almond’s second book for young readers. It was first published
in the United Kingdom in 1999, and following the publication in the U.S. in
2000 it won the 2001 Michael L. Printz Award from the American Library As-
sociation, recognising the best young adult book of the year. The novel is about
Christopher Watson, also called Kit, a thirteen-year-old boy who has just moved
back to Stoneygate with his parents to live with his beloved grandfather, an age-
ing former miner suffering from Alzheimer’s.

Right in the first chapter Almond explains what the wilderness, the outer one,
is: «an empty space between the houses and the river, where the ancient pit had
been» (Almond, 1999, p. 5). This wild, empty space becomes the bond between
the two main adolescent characters in the novel, Kitand Askew. Kit is a good and
quiet ordinary boy facing, just like Michael in Skellig, a new situation derived
from moving into a new town and school and from his grandfather’s gradually
succumbing to Alzheimer’s disease. Latham notes that Kit never describes him-
self, which could be associated with a (at least temporary) confusion of identity
(54). Askew, whose full name is John Askew, is in contrast described as a gruff
and threatening figure whose hair is dark as the night, hanging heavy on his
brow. He wears black jeans, black trainers and a black T-shirt with ‘Megadeath’
in white across it, he is tattooed and is always accompanied by his wild dog Jax.
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In the old mine tunnels below the wilderness, Askew leads and performs «the
game called Death», a frightening ritual, perhaps the result of hypnotism, that
functions as a perfect initiation rite for the adolescents involved in it. Therefore,
Askew’s connection with wildness, darkness and death becomes immediately clear.
Furthermore, this connection is emphasised by his family name, ‘Askew’, which
literally means crooked, lopsided, oblique, not in a straight or level position. Again,
we are confronted here with a weird, at times monstruous adolescent, whose direc-
tion is not horizontal: like all the adolescent protagonists in Almond’s oeuvre, his
direction is vertical or, in this particular case, oblique, since he spends most of his
time underground, stumbling down the crumbling steps and crouching against
the walls to reach what Kit calls Askew’s den, as if Askew were a beast.

John Askew thus seems to be the complete opposite of Kit. However, he keeps
insisting he and Kit are just the same and they will get so close «it’ll be like we're
joined in blood» (Ivi: p. 11). Kit, who is at the same time scared and drawn by
Askew, follows him in the depths of the mine and finally acknowledges that
«we're joined in blood» (Ivi: p. 203). Functioning as a shaman ferrying Kit and
other adolescents to an Elsewhere of wildness, death and nonbeing (see Grilli,
2021), John Askew represents Kit’s counterpart, his doppelganger. Askew is ac-
tually Kit’s ‘bad seed’, his obscure, dark side, that wild energy that lies hidden
within him. In other words, the wilderness inside himself. In a monograph about
British author Aidan Chambers, American scholar Betty Greenway uses Josef
Conrad’s short story 7he Secret Sharer to explain the doubleness that also charac-
terises Chambers’ adolescent characters (see Greenway, 2006). In Conrad’s story,
the young captain of a ship rescues a naked swimmer, who is actually a murderer,
and hides him from the other sailors, finally saving him. The «secret sharer», who
turns out to be the dark side of the captain’s personality, also saves the captain,
making it possible for him to take command and become aware of his own
identity (Greenway 2006). Exactly the same happens between Kit and Askew,
who eventually save each other, helping one another understand who they are
and mature into adulthood. Latham argues that creative activity is also a way for
Kit and Askew to construct their adult identities (Latham, 2006). The story Kit
writes about a primitive boy called Lak and the illustrations Askew draws help
them come to a fuller understanding of the events they are facing, shedding light
on some aspects of their identities and lives otherwise incomprehensible®.

¢For further information on coming of age through artistic creativity in Almond’s
oeuvre, see also Silva, Emma-Louise, ‘Social and material minds through the lens
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The presence of an alter ego for Kit provides evidence of the multiplicity of
identity, which according to Latham is also suggested by the multiple names
given to the characters (Latham, 2006, p. 54). There is a third adolescent char-
acter who is central to the construction of Kit’s identity: her name is Allie,
she is an actress and also represents a peculiar side of Kit’s personality — the
theatrical and extroverted one, both good and evil like the Andersen’s Snow
Queen she plays for school. Therefore, as Aidan Chambers affirms in his youth
novel 7he Toll Bridge (1992), «we coexist as our selves. We are multiple beings.
A mix of actualities and potentialities» (Chambers, 1992, p. 265). And the
years of life in which we become more than ever aware of this multiplicity seem
to be the ones of adolescence. Being engaged in an active experimentation, in
which they assume (and then abandon, if they are not functional) different
identities (Erikson, 1968), adolescents perceive that they are divided, multiple
beings, feeling as if they were inhabited by several people. The wilderness, then,
also functions as a metaphor for the adolescent multiplicity and confusion of
identity. It reflects the adolescent characters’ inner world; it attracts and unites
them, and finally helps them understand who they are, thereby determining
their growth.

Kit’s Wilderness has many similarities with 7he Savage (2008). «Part novel,
part graphic novel» (Almond, personal website), 7he Savage is illustrated by
the award-winning Dave McKean, whose illustrations masterfully enhance
the adolescent character’s wildness. All in green, black and blue tones, McK-
ean’s illustrations have a distorting trait that takes the character’s otherness to
the extreme, perfectly reflecting Almond’s increasing darkening of his meta-
phors of adolescence.

The book, that may come under Tandoi’s definition of hybrid novels, also fea-
tures an ordinary adolescent boy who has to deal with painful losses: the sudden

death of his beloved father and the progressive end of his childhood. Soon after

of cognitive narratology in Clay and Bone Music’, in Joosen, Vanessa et al., 2024,

pp- 36-58. In this chapter, Silva focuses on the coming of age of the adolescent
characters in Almond’s Clay and Bone Music, using the lens of cognitive narratology
integrated with the material engagement theory. Among others, Silva argues that
the adolescent characters in the novels examined mature into adulthood through
acts of creative material engagement: «they [Davie and Sylvia] ‘shape’ different
materials in order to create cultural artefacts, and these artefacts, in turn, shape

Davie and Sylvia» (Silva, 2024, p. 49).
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his father’s death, Blue Baker — this is the boy’s name — begins to write a story
called «The Savage» about a savage kid living in Burgess Woods.

He had no family and he had no pals and he didn’t know where he come from
and he culdn’t talk and he lived on beries and roots and rabbits and stuff like old
pies that he pinched from the bins at the back of Greenacres Rest Home. He lived
in a cave under the rooined chapel. His wepons were old kitchen nives and forks
and an ax that he nicked from Franky Finnigin’s alotment.

If anybody ever seen him he chased them and cort them and killed them and ate
them and chucked their bones down an aynshent pit shaft.

He was savage.

He was truely wild

(The Savage pp. 8-11).

Once again, there is an adolescent character trying to overcome his hurt and to
construct his own identity by means of artistic creativity. As in the case of Kit,
the story created by Blue helps him understand the new situation he is facing and
deal with the local bully Hopper, who is always picking on him. Whereas Kit
finds someone functioning as his counterpart also in the real world (Askew), Blue
creates his own double by himself, using his artistic abilities.

The Savage is everything what Blue is not able to be, but which lies inside
him, hidden and dark and violent. He is Blue’s wild and monstrous side, the
one which is abruptly changing physically and psychologically, and which finds
it difficult to use appropriate words for the turmoil that goes wild inside. Like
Kit in his relationship with Askew, Blue is both frightened and attracted by this
savage boy, and he soon acknowledges that «it was nearly like I was him and he
was me» (Almond & McKean, 2008, p. 31).

At a certain point in the narration, Blue enters his own story with his little
sister. The two boys look into each other’s eyes and the Savage realises that Blue
is a good boy. The Savage then imitates Blue and his sister and «he still felt like
the savage but like somethin else as well» (Ivi: p. 38). This poetic image, told in
a language that is also wild, slippery and stumbling, is a masterful metaphor for
the reconciliation of the different parts of one’s self. Only acknowledging and
accepting the wilderness inside himself, Blue can thus find his true balance and
finally come of age.

In the delicate and touching play entitled Wild Girl, Wild Boy, first produced
in London in 2001, a girl called Elaine Grew also has to deal with the painful
death of her beloved father. Elaine’s father’s death causes her a great deal of
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emotional turmoil: the girl is restless and stunned, she cannot follow the thread
of her thoughts anymore and can no longer read or write. Like Mina in Ske/lig,
Elaine begins to stay away from school, where teachers and classmates make
hurtful comments to her, just like her neighbours do. Their voices, featuring in
a chorus, «reflect attitudes towards difference and the wildness of creative imag-
ination», as Rosemarie Ross Johnston notes (Johnston, 2003, p. 141). Indeed, to
ease her pain and feel close to her father, Elaine uses her creative imagination to
transform her bedroom — where she is being held — in her father’s wild allotment,
in which she spent much of her time with her highly imaginative parent, who
called her «his Wild Girl». In this story again the wilderness — both external
and interior — is the key to overcome a difficult situation and a metaphor for the
emotional turmoil of a confused adolescent mind as well. The wilderness is the
one that receives, heals and finally saves Elaine, whereas all the people around
her, even her mother, think she has gone crazy and regard her as a dangerous,
deranged girl. Elain’s father’s allotment, with its tall grass, vines and wild bushes,
welcomes her among its vegetables, and Elaine slips inside it, slithers through the
grass like a snake, and gets happily lost. Here she sees her father again and once
meets a Wild Boy, who has fur on his hands and who, like the Savage, cannot
speak. He is perhaps a figment of her imagination or an imaginary friend, but
he may also be interpreted as Elaine’s alter ego, representing her wild, unchained
and illogical side’.

Elaine’s father often told her daughter that one of the most extraordinary al-
lotments is the human mind, where you can grow everything. With her ‘extraor-
dinary mind’ Elaine creates, together with Wild Boy, an imaginary allotment
where they crawl like lizards, slither like snakes and work spells with spiders, and
thus go very far, into the heart of wild nature. Wild Girl therefore functions as
a metaphor for the loss of identity during adolescence and, when reunified with
Wild Boy, as a metaphor of rebirth, which is only possible if you accept the pres-
ence of the extra-ordinary and the mystery in our ordinary world and if you find
a wild place to stay, also within yourself.

7 Johnston argues that «[t/he grotesque hairy body of Wild Boy provokes ambivalence
and ambiguity: is he a figment of Elaine’s imagination? delusion? imaginary friend?
alter ego? symbol of imaginative freedom? shadow? metaphor of the fertility of the
untamed, and the barrenness of the safe and ordinary?» (Carnivals, the Carnivalesque,
The Magic Puddin’, and David Almond’s Wild Girl, Wild Boy: Toward a Theorizing of
Children’s Plays. Children’s Literature in Education 34, 2003, p. 143).
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4. Stephen Rose and Billy Dean: Adolescents as Monsters

Set in 1960s Felling, Clay (2005) is Almond’s darkest young adult novel, the one
that most of all emphasises adolescents’” otherness, depicting adolescent charac-
ters as monsters capable of exercising destructive power (see Grilli, 2012).

Fourteen-year-old Davie and his best friend Geordie are ordinary kids serving
as altar boys at their local Catholic Church. One day, they meet Stephen Rose, a
mysterious, marginal boy who was expelled from school because of the negative
influence he exerted on his classmates. «Mother crackers, father dead, granddad
wild» (Almond, 2005, p. 17), Stephen now lives with her aunt, whom everyone
calls Crazy Mary, and it is rumoured that he howls in his shed and carries lumps
of clay in the graveyard. Like Kit with Askew, Davie and Geordie are frightened
by Stephen but at the same time they feel a deep attraction to him, who might be
what they need to teach the local bully named Mouldy a lesson. For that reason,
they befriend him, and after spending some time with him Davie acknowledges
that «<somehow we were meant to be together» (Ivi: p. 166).

Like Askew, Stephen is a very talented artist: he creates clay sculptures resembling
human beings and angels and apparently brings them to life. Both horrified and
fascinated by Stephen’s power, Davie contributes to the «divine mission» the strange
boy says he received by an angel: together, they fashion clay into a huge monster
(whom they call Clay) and bring him to life, thereby claiming to be like God. But
things get out of control the day after their creation, when Mouldy is found dead.

Almond never reveals whether Clay is real or imaginary. Is Clay perhaps the
result of hypnotism and suggestion? Did it really kill Mouldy, or Stephen did?
We will never know the answers to these questions. What we can deduce is that
Stephen functions as Davie’s counterpart, his dark, violent side, helping him
accomplish what he alone would never do. As Latham puts it, Davie reveals his
potential for monstrosity in that he too wants Mouldy dead, just like his friend
Geordie does (Latham, 2006, p. 120). When Geordie tells Davie he had a dream
that he killed Mouldy, Davie gets excited about the thing:

‘I dreamed I killed Mouldy the other night.’

[...]

“Was there loads of blood?’

‘Gallons. Blood and guts everywhere.

‘Great!”

‘I did it here. I stabbed him in the heart, then I chopped his head off and I hoyed
it in the pond’ (Clay pp. 3-4).
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Davie’s bond with Stephen thus represents his encounter with his own ‘other’
dimension, the wild, nocturne, uncivilised, and monstrous one, which is none-
theless necessary for him to grow as civilised, decent person (see Grilli, 2012).

Whereas in the novels previously discussed adolescents’ otherness — their
wildness, monstrosity and creative imagination — is positive, since it generates
awareness and serves as a means for the passage from childhood to adulthood, in
Clay it is explored in its negative, pathological and destructive side. The figure of
Stephen leaves no room for ambiguity: he is evil and there is no possible redemp-
tion for him. Davie’s possibility of growth, then, lies in recognising the complete
negativity of that boy (and of his own destructive personality) and to send him
away from himself, which he eventually manages to do.

First published in the United Kingdom in 2011, 7he True Tale of the Monster
Billy Dean Telt by Hisself'is a coming-of-age novel intended for mature readers
and featuring a boy, Billy Dean, whose father says he is a monster. Born of an il-
legitimate relationship between a young hairdresser and the local priest, Billy lives
locked up in a room, only surrounded by mice and dust like Skellig, and here he
does «the Lord’s work»: he writes on mice’s skins with the blood of a bird and with
his own blood as well, plays the Flood with his tiny plastic animals, and creates
a hybrid creature from a mouse and a bird, bringing it finally to life. While God
seems to be absent or distracted (Galli Laforest, 2016), Billy continues his demiur-
gic work, until at the age of thirteen he is left free to go out into the world.

Supported by the shamanic figure of an old lady, the adolescent Billy goes to the
Underworld, like Kit, Mina and many other adolescent characters before him, and
listens to the voices of the dead. He carries messages from beyond and heals the
wounds of others, thereby becoming the «Aynjel Childe» (Angel Child) who «has
dun the deeds of monsters» (Almond, 2011, p. 8). Struck by the words of his am-
biguous father, who both loves and hates him, Billy really feels like a monster, hy-
brid and incomprehensible like his creatures, but his wildness and otherness never
breaks out into evil, as in the case of Stephen Rose. When adolescent, indeed, Billy
learns to master his powers, also through the creative activity of his writing, which
is wild and suspended the way he is®. To complete his development and finally ma-

8 Almond’s linguistic experimentation, already started in Heaven Eyes (2000), The Savage
(2008) and My Name Is Mina (2010), is here taken to the extreme, strongly reminding
of the last, extraordinary and crazy literary adventure of Irish modernist author James
Joyce, that «book of the night» which is Finnegans Wake (1939). Therefore, the language
in Billy Dean also constitutes a metaphor for the liminal age of adolescence, together
with the wildness and monstrosity of the main adolescent character.
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ture into adulthood, Billy must undergo an extreme trial, that of blood and pain,
the difhicult choice between the life of his father and the one of his mother. As a
contemporary Oedipus aware of his parricidal action, never foretold by some oracle
but arose from a dramatic and urgent need, Billy Dean sinks his knife in the flesh
and blood, in the pulsating body that determined his existence and finally wants
to cause its end. He takes life with that same knife that sharpens the pencil from
which words flow. This is not, however, a destructive work, but the completion of
a rite of initiation that eventually marks the passage of Billy Dean to the status of
adult. Like the heroes and heroines of the ancient fairy tales of the popular oral
tradition, Billy Dean defeats the antagonist of his own existential story — the true,
evil monster — and, since the antagonist here is his father, he metaphorically cuts
off all ties to his childhood. Billy Dean is finally ready for the mournful separation,
for the never painless detachment from his parental figures.

5. Conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed some of the metaphors for adolescence through
which David Almond has represented the otherness which characterises people
at this age. Since his first published book for young readers (Skellig, 1998), Al-
mond has been creating adolescent figures with both animal-like and angelic
traits, associating them with strange, mysterious, sometimes monstrous creatures
as well as with birds. Closely related to non-human or non-properly-human be-
ings, Almond’s adolescent characters are liminal in that they express a tension
between pairs of opposites — childhood/adulthood, light/shadow, wild/civilised,
innocent/guilty — on which depends the possibility of the narration itself (Ne-
gri, 2025). Almond’s metaphors for adolescence thus communicate readers that
adolescents are deeply and ontologically different from people of other stages of
life, living in a suspended time between childhood and adulthood whose sense of
precariousness, uncertainty and indefiniteness is depicted in the author’s oeuvre
mainly by the metaphors of wildness and monstrosity.

While experiencing rapid physical, psychological, and neurological chang-
es (Palmonari, 2011; Steinberg, 2014; Mancaniello, 2018), Almond’s adolescent
characters make encounters that change their lives forever and mark the begin-
ning of initiation rites which put them to the test. During these liminal phases,
they are forced to confront their dark, monstrous side, that wilderness that lies
inside them, as well as out of their self. The use of creative imagination (John-
ston, 2003), that in most cases results in drawings, sculptures, and writing, func-
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tions as a means for the construction of one’s own identity and, consequently, for
the transition to adulthood (Latham, 2006; Silva, 2024; Negri, 2025).

Alongside the metaphors of wildness and monstrosity, I have explored other
metaphorical representations of the adolescents’ otherness in Almond’s oeuvre,
namely the adolescents’ space-time placement and the author’s experimentation
with language and form. As shown above, Almond’s adolescent characters are of-
ten placed on high sites, on trees or tall buildings, or they are sent underground,
into dark tunnels, niches, ancient collapsed mines, or sewers under the city. There-
fore, I have argued that their direction is vertical, always suspended between land
and sky. Moreover, Almond’s adolescent characters «ove the night», a peculiar
time bearing a deep otherness, also in terms of possibilities of experience (Negri,
2025). As Negri explains, what is familiar during the day, when light illuminates
everything, becomes ‘other’ at night, bringing with it both disturbing, uncanny
feelings and wonder. Living a liminal territory between light and shadow, life and
death, innocence and experience, adolescents in Almond’s oeuvre also become un-
familiar both to themselves and to others (especially adults having to deal with
them), and placing them in uncommon times and spaces enhances their otherness.

As for linguistic and formal experimentation, Almond’s writing, always hi-
eratic and mystical, features modernist traits that also function as metaphors for
the precarious and suspended condition of adolescence. These traits are particu-
larly evident in works like 7he Savage, My Name is Mina, and The True Tale of the
Monster Billy Dean Telt by Hisself; the first two fitting into the category of hybrid
novels theorised by Tandoi (2017).

The analysis of the metaphors for adolescence in some of Almond’s books
through the lens of the evidential paradigm and of contemporary theories of met-
aphors has contributed to draw up a profile of adolescent whose otherness finally
proves to be an opportunity — the last one, according to neuroscientists (Steinberg
2014) — which encourages us to think about adolescence differently: not only as a
time of problems, risks and vulnerability, but also as a period of enormous poten-
tial, in which the extraordinary inside and outside oneself is revealed.
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