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When wolves cry: wolf-children, storytelling, and the state of nature 

Sam George 

 

Stories of human children suckled by wolves have fascinated us down the centuries. The role 

literature plays in mythologising such children reveals much about shifting ideas of animality 

and humanity, and of narrative itself. In this chapter, I focus on eighteenth-century encounters 

with wild children, their representation in the poetry of the Romantic period, and the legacy of 

this in accounts of the twentieth century (particularly following the discovery of the wolf girls 

Amala and Kamala in 1920) and the present day. I interrogate the representation of wolf-children 

in relation to John Locke’s tabula rasa theory and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s concept of the ‘state 

of nature’, together with debates that emerged around these concerning native innocence and the 

Christian doctrine of original sin. Wolf-children in historical accounts rarely acquire language 

(or are limited to a few words); I demonstrate how literature grants them a voice. It constructs a 

history for these children through repeated storytelling.  

The sound of wolves howling is commonly associated with unsettling, uncanny or 

sublime moments in literature and film.1 By contrast, Ted Hughes’s poem ‘Life After Death’ 

recalls the consoling nature of the wolves cry during a moment of absolute grief for the poet.2 

Hughes is remembering the suicide of his then wife Sylvia Plath. Consumed by sorrow, Hughes 

and his young children are ‘comforted by wolves’ (31), howling nearby from London Zoo.3 Wild 

nature is benevolent: ‘in spite of the city / Wolves consoled us’ (34-35).  

As the raw emotion is unleashed, we discover that the wolves are singing for the poet’s 

two motherless children. The wolf voices become humanised, embracing the human, apparently 

in empathy: 
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The wolves lifted us in their long voices. 

They wound us and enmeshed us 

In their wailing for you, their mourning for us, 

They wove us into their voices. (41-44) 

Yet there is a certain collapse of humanity, as the poet’s individuality merges ‘into the 

folk-tale’, in the very act of voicing grief, becoming mythical and perhaps even 

becoming wolf: 

As my body sank into the folk-tale 

Where the wolves are singing in the forest.  

For two babes, who have turned, in their sleep, 

Into orphans 

Beside the corpse of their mother. (46-50) 

Animal-parented children are common in folktales and Hughes seeks solace in the narrative 

tradition of wolves and other animals becoming surrogate parents to orphaned human children.4 

Against the grain of the familiar image of the wolf as savage marauder, the wolf here protects 

and nurtures. The wolves’ howling voices are not, as conventionally, an ominous threat but a 

sympathetic presence allied to human sensibilities. 

 

Wolf-children 

The mythical history of wild beasts as the nurses of abandoned human children is attested to in 

Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale (1609-11):5  

Come on, poor babe 

Some powerful spirit instruct the kites and ravens 
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To be thy nurses! Wolves and Bears, they say,  

Casting their savageness aside, have done  

Like offices of pity.6  

[INSERT Fig 2.1] 

Myths and narratives of benevolently parental wolves are legion. Most famously, the civilisation 

of Rome mythically owes its origins in the story of Romulus and Remus, the twin brothers of 

Rome’s foundation story who were suckled by a she-wolf until a shepherd and his wife fostered 

them to manhood (Fig 2.2).7  

 [INSERT Fig. 2.2.] 

But there are many accounts of wolf-children in the modern era which claim to be truthful, 

though these too become seeds of fictional narrative.8 ‘Wolf-children’ has become a catch-all 

phrase for all wild or feral children, fictional or otherwise.9 An interesting reversal takes place in 

such accounts: the she-wolf is increasingly humanised, whereas the human ‘wolf’ child is 

likened to the animal. Thus what is striking is the way the wolf is redeemed, yet this newly 

humanised wolf co-exists with the image of the animal as cunning and cruel.10 Garry Marvin and 

Barry Lopez have identified a history of ‘lupophobia’, and ‘lupocide’ as evidence of 

humankind’s fear and persecution of the wolf.11 The naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc Comte de 

Buffon, author of the 36 volumes of the Histoire naturelle (1749–1788), is typical of the modern 

era. His observations on the wolf were translated and republished in the Edinburgh Journal in 

1832. Here the wolf is ‘in every way offensive, a savage aspect, a frightful howl, an 

insupportable odour, a perverse disposition . . . he is hateful while living, and useless when 

dead’.12 Against such preconceptions, where the slaughter and eventual extinction (in Britain) of 

wolves evoked little sympathy, nineteenth-century theses on wolf-children suggest an alternative 
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perspective. W. H Sleeman’s An Account of Wolves Nurturing Children in Their Dens (1852) 

and Robert Sterndale’s Natural History of the Mammalia of India and Ceylon (1884) humanise 

and dignify the wolf.13 These texts are important in being a major influence on Kipling.14 

Sterndale’s writing is unusual in that he seeks to make it known that ‘stories have been related of 

wolves sparing and suckling young infants, which, if properly authenticated, will bring the 

history of Romulus and Remus within the bounds of probability’ (p. 233). Inspired by such 

accounts of the wolves and other mammals of India nurturing children in their dens, Rudyard 

Kipling first recreated this tradition as fiction in a modern novelistic form in The Jungle Book 

(1894) and The Second Jungle Book (1895). Kipling’s orphaned protagonist Mowgli is a ‘man 

cub’ adopted by a Wolf Mother (Fig. 2.3). 

[INSERT Fig 2.3] 

He grows up with the pack, hunting with his brother wolves, and learning the law of the 

jungle. This is given in verse and is recited in a sort of sing-song by Baloo, the bear: 

Now this is the Law of the Jungle – as old and as true as the sky; 

And the Wolf that shall keep it may prosper, but the Wolf that shall break it 

must die. 

As the creeper that girdles the tree-trunk the Law runneth forward and back   

For the strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the 

pack (Fig. 2.4).15  

[INSERT Fig 2.4] 

An ennobling of the wolf is seen in the writings of the Rev. Singh, the missionary, who 

bore witness to the discovery of the wolf-children Amala and Kamala in India in 1920. In 

Singh’s account, the wolves’ benevolence is, in fact, more than human:  
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It struck me with wonder. I was simply amazed to think that an animal had 

such a noble feeling, even surpassing even that of mankind – the highest form 

of creation – to bestow all the love and affection of a fond and ideal mother on 

these peculiar beings . . . to permit them to live and to be nurtured . . . in this 

fashion is divine.16 

But while Singh elevates the wolf, her adopted human offspring are demonised by their would-

be rescuers and identified as Manush-Bagha, or monstrous ‘man ghosts’.17 Even Singh’s 

description takes on this ambiguity, hesitating before confirming that the creature he sees is 

human: 

Close after the cubs came the ghost – a hideous looking being – hand, foot and 

body like a human being; but the head was a big ball of something covering the 

shoulders and the upper portion of the bust, leaving only a sharp contour of the 

face visible, and it was human. (5)  

Then, this certainty collapses on observing the girls’ eyes: ‘Close at its heels there came another 

awful creature exactly like the first, but smaller in size. Their eyes were bright and piercing, 

unlike human eyes’ (5). Yet Singh immediately reaffirms there humanity: ‘I at once came to the 

conclusion that these were human beings’ (5). But his associates ascribe a supernatural quality to 

the children: 

Both of them ran on all fours. My friends . . . would have killed them if they 

had not been dissuaded by me . . . I told them that I was sure that these ghosts 

were human children . . . all present . . . agreed with me except Chunarem. He 

still maintained that they were not human beings, but Manush-Baghas (6).  

The children are removed from the ant mound they had shared with the wolves and placed in a 
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wooden cage, but when the Rev Singh returns the villagers have abandoned the children. The 

wolf girls are revived and taken to a nearby orphanage, where they are accepted simply as 

neglected children. The description of the wolf-children in the Rev. Singh’s journal in 

subsequent years resulted in Amala and Kamala becoming ‘the two best known cases of 

zoanthropy’ in the twentieth century; a type of madness involving the delusion of being an 

animal, with correspondingly altered behaviour.18 The children walked about on all fours, had a 

taste for carrion, panted and bared their teeth, suffered from day blindness and spent their days 

crouched in the shade, or standing motionless with their faces turned to the wall. They livened up 

at night, howling and groaning and hoping to escape. They lapped up liquids and took their food 

in a crouching position. The diaries reveal that Singh viewed them through a zoomorphic lens, 

now employing animal imagery to describe their behaviour: ‘They had a powerful instinct and 

could smell meat or anything from a great distance like animals’. They sleep ‘like little pigs or 

dog pups, overlapping one another’ (see Fig 2.5); ‘They never slept after midnight and used to 

love to prowl at night fearlessly, unlike human children of that age’ (31).Yet this classification as 

animal is undermined and falls into uncertainty: With a ferocious look she tried to grab it, her 

eyes rolling, jaws moving from side to side, and teeth chattering where she made a fearful 

growling sound, neither human or animal (23-24; my italics). 

[INSERT Fig 2.5]  

Despite his fascination with their animality, Singh kept the history of Amala and Kamala 

hidden until they were near death, when it became necessary to explain something of their early 

life to the doctor who was treating them.19 Sadly, Amala died on 21 September 1921 and Kamala 

eight years later on 14 November 1929. Singh’s nine-year observation of the children (1920- 

1929), was eventually completed in manuscript in 1933 and published in Wolf Children and 
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Feral Man (1942). By this time the story of the girl’s history as wolf-children had already broken 

in the world’s press. Singh remained something of an unwilling author who died in 1941, one 

year before the diaries were released.20 There were attempts to authenticate the diaries in the 

publication that followed. An affidavit by the District Judge of Midnapore appears on the title 

page, to which  he has affixed his seal and asserted that ‘Singh’s truthfulness is absolutely to be 

relied upon’; the prefatory material claims it is a factual record in regard to ‘these authentic feral 

children’ (xxii).21 But this empiricism is already being displaced by an interest in narrative for its 

own pleasures. A year earlier, the clinical psychologist Arnold Gesnell compiled his own 

narrative interpretation of the life history of Kamala, based on his reading of Singh’s manuscript. 

Wolf Child and Human Child (1941) is something of a fictionalised biography which attempts to 

show a trajectory of Kamala’s transition from ‘wolf ways’ to ‘human ways’.22 Gesnell does not 

waver from his belief in wolf-children: ‘there can be no doubt whatever that Amala and Kamala 

early on in life were adopted by a nursing wolf’ (xvii). However, Gesnell’s preface informs 

readers that ‘it will be our task to reconstruct the whole story of Kamala from the evidence in 

hand. To do this we shall have to summon imagination and even invent a few conjectures to fill 

the gaps of actual knowledge. But our objective is truth rather than fiction’ (2). In just over a 

decade, following her death, the history of Kamala had been transformed by storytelling and 

myth. Generous quotations from the Jungle Book appear as chapter headings in this book, linking 

Kamala to the fictional wolf-child, Mowgli: ‘“Come soon” said Mother Wolf . . . listen, child of 

man, I loved thee more than ever I loved my cubs”’.23 The girls later become known as ‘the two 

Mowglis’, the fictionalisation of their history seemingly complete.24  

 

Feral children of Enlightenment and Romanticism 
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Crucially, the scholarly forewords to Singh’s diary forge connections to earlier accounts of wild 

children: the history of ‘wild Peter’ (1726), Itard’s reports on Victor of Aveyron (1801, 1806), 

and Feuerbach’s account of Kasper Hauser (1833).25 It is these histories to which I now turn, 

examining how these too became transformed into fiction and poetry. Peter of Hanover (Peter 

the Wild Boy), a child of around eleven years old, was found living wild in forests in Germany, 

and Victor of Aveyron, known as ‘the savage of Aveyron’, was found living naked in the woods 

of central France in 1800.  

Eighteenth-century scholars seized on feral children, hoping to find clues to problems 

around education, psychological development, language acquisition, sociability and civilisation. 

The overlapping, often nascent disciplines of natural philosophy, linguistics, anthropology, 

medicine, were spurred by encounters with wolf-children. Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that 

humanity’s lost ‘state of nature’ is to be found ‘midway between the stupidity of brutes and the 

fatal enlightenment of civilised man’.26 Wild children were the living embodiment of this 

threshold between ignorance and knowledge, animal and human, innocence and experience. 

They could demonstrate what had been lost in the civilising process and provide a link back to 

the past, to our ancestors. Earlier, John Locke had imagined the mind at birth as blank, claiming 

that all knowledge comes to us through experience: ‘Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we 

say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas . . . Whence has it all the materials of 

reason and Knowledge? To this I answer, in one word, from Experience.’27 This developmental 

view holds that a child is born a tabula rasa or blank slate, awaiting inscription by experience in 

order to become a rational, knowing subject. It opposed the innatist position that the child’s 

character is predetermined at conception, gifted with certain pre-existent notions and powers. 

Wild children could be used to test out these theories. What ideas, if any, would they possess 
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having grown up without human contact? The question of Original Sin also surfaces in these 

debates. Are wild children innocent or full of sin? The orthodox Christian view (the most 

dominant) held that the child is originally sinful and must therefore be ruthlessly subordinated to 

authority. This is challenged by the view exemplified in Rousseau that the child is born innocent 

and is corrupted only through contact with society and its institutions. Rousseau is unwavering in 

his assertion that ‘there is no original sin in the human heart’.28 

 

Peter the wild boy 

Peter of Hamelin was one of the first wild children to capture the eighteenth-century 

imagination. The details surrounding Peter’s capture in a forest near Hamelin, Germany in 1724 

vary enormously but his wild origins are constant. One account from 1726 indicates that Peter 

was aged between eleven and fifteen; was quadrupedal at the time of capture, running about on 

all fours; and that he must have been raised by wolves, pigs or bears.29 Another, published in the 

year of his death, 1785, maintains that he was wearing the remains of a shirt and subsisting on 

acorns, berries, and tree bark.30 He could be restrained only by force; he was eventually 

persuaded to wear clothes but rather than accept the food he was offered preferred to suck the 

sap from raw wood.31  

Remarkably, he was sent to London as a guest of the Royal House of Hanover. The court 

doctor tried and failed to teach him to speak. Each day courtiers would wrestle him into a green 

velvet suit and each evening they would try to persuade him into bed but he preferred to curl up 

alone on the floor in a corner of his room.32 He never learned to speak more than a few words but 

could imitate animal sounds; he developed some sensitivity to music. His portrait by William 

Kent still hangs in Kensington Palace. He is pictured in the green velvet suit that was made for 
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him and is shown clutching acorns and oak leaves, symbolic of his wildness. His cupid bow lips 

and wild unruly hair are characteristic of descriptions in the written accounts and some fingers 

on his left hand are fused ‘like a duck’s foot’.33 This animalistic characteristic is noted with some 

excitement.34 Peter used to stray and so was forced to wear a leather collar with a brass plate 

bearing the inscription ‘Peter the Wild Man of Hanover. Whoever will bring him to Mr Fenn at 

Berkhamsted shall be paid for their trouble’ (Fig 2.6).35  

[INSERT Fig. 2.6] 

Though the collar was meant to prevent him coming to any harm it also suggests that he was 

regarded as nothing more than a human pet. Those who encountered him often questioned his 

humanity: ‘by his behaviour and want of speech, he seems to be more of the Ouran Outang 

species than of the human’.36 This classification was reinforced by natural historians of the day; 

Peter appears under ‘feral man’ in the tenth edition of Linnaeus’s Systema naturae (1758).37 As a 

sub-species, he is given his own taxonomical name juvenis Hannoveranus.38 

He was entrusted to Dr John Arbuthnot, the satirist and physician. Arbuthnot abandoned 

his instruction after only two months and, with interest waning in the boy, Peter was placed with 

one of the Queen’s chamber-women, and later with a yeoman farmer named James Fenn in 

Berkhamsted, Hertfordshire where he lived out his existence on a royal pension as a kind of very 

old child. He died in 1785, aged 72, and is buried in St Mary’s Churchyard in Northchurch (Fig. 

2.7).  

[INSERT Fig 2.7]   

After witnessing Peter’s long-term failure to become socialised, many writers represented 

the boy as an archetypal primitive. In The Spirit of the Laws (1734), Montesquieu mentions the 

boy as an example of natural man’s innate timidity and ignorance.39 Rousseau uses wolf-children 



 

 

11 

to illustrate how humans learn through imitation. Thus, having been raised by wolves, such 

children were necessarily (but not innately) quadrupedal; Peter is used as an example.40  

In Mere Nature Delineated (1726), Daniel Defoe rejects the claims that Peter has been 

nourished by a she-wolf.41 He asks instead the question of whether he has a soul: ‘his soul is 

naked; he is but the appearance or shadow of a rational creature, a kind of spectre or apparition’ 

(28). Despite his hesitation over whether Peter is properly human, he argues against those ‘who 

tell us he is nothing but an idiot, or what we call a Natural . . . though he may have some degrees 

of idiotism upon him, yet he seems still to have with it some apparent capacities of being restored 

or improved’ (25). 

The Rousseauvian educationalists Maria and Richard Edgeworth in their educational 

treatise, Practical Education (1798) recount their psychological observations of Peter and how 

they were disappointed by his lack of development. Having for several years observed the wild 

boy, they reported that:  

[Peter] had all his senses in remarkable perfection . . . he could articulate 

imperfectly a few words, in particular, ‘King George’, which words he always 

accompanied with an imitation of the bells, which rang at the coronation of 

George the Second; he could in a rude manner imitate two or three common 

tunes, but without words.42 

Defoe thought that Peter was educable, despite ‘degrees of idiotism’; others saw him primarily as 

an ‘idiot’.43 As the Edgeworths contended: ‘Though his head . . . resembled that of Socrates, he 

was an idiot’ (I, 63).  

 

Johnny the Idiot Boy  
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Wordsworth’s ‘The Idiot Boy’ from Lyrical Ballads (1798) might be read as a poetic 

dramatisation of these themes of wildness and idiocy that had become attached to Peter; a poem 

about childhood, innocence, idiocy, and the state of nature.44 Locke had used idiocy critically as 

a crucial example against theories of innate ideas.45 Wordsworth sees ‘idiots’ as sacred and 

mystical, proclaiming that ‘their life is hidden with God’.46 Shielded from corruption or sin, they 

are locked into a pure childlike state forever. In Wordsworth’s poem idiocy takes on a new 

meaning, being sympathetically aligned to nature and to animal experience.  

The eponymous ‘Idiot Boy’, Johnny, is another version of the Rousseauvian child of 

nature, yet one frozen in a state of innocence and inwardness, and incapable of understanding 

even the simplest instructions. In the poem Johnny is sent out on his pony to fetch the doctor, but 

he completely forgets his task, losing his way in the forest after becoming absorbed in his 

adventure and the moonlit night. His journey can be seen as an education according to nature, 

after Rousseau.47 He carries a holly bough instead of a whip, an emblem of his wildness, 

reminiscent of the depictions of Peter clutching acorns and oak leaves. His intellect is 

unfavourably compared with that of the pony: ‘but then he is a horse that thinks’.48 He has a kind 

of language, a burring that merges with bird calls: ‘The owlets hoot, the owlets curr / And 

Johnny’s lips they burr, burr, burr’ (114-15), but he cannot communicate any facts. At the end of 

the poem Johnny is asked where he has been and what he has been doing. His language is 

figurative and shows him to exist in a timeless space where owls and moon are made one with 

their daytime equivalents: ‘The Cocks did crow to-woo, to-woo/ and the Sun did shine so cold’ 

(460-61). His dialogue is impressionistic and imitative of animal sounds, reminiscent of Peter. 

He confuses cocks with owls, the sun with the moon, hot with cold and night with day. His 

mother’s anxious questioning at the end of the poem seems to parody the intellectuals who 
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conversed with Peter the wild boy, seeking answers to questions about native innocence, the state 

of nature and animal/human development.49  

“Tell us Johnny do, 

Where all this long night you have been, 

What you have heard, what you have seen: 

And, Johnny, mind you tell us true” (438-41)  

Johnny’s confused response is like that of an abandoned wolf-child, and he denies us an answer. 

Wordsworth puts forth his alternative to the mother’s failed instruction, a process that works 

through nature and isolation in the woods and one that requires a sensory responsiveness, 

apparent in the highly figurative character of Johnny’s language. 

Unlike such wolf-children as Amala and Kamala, who rarely experienced a moment’s 

joy, the boy is in a happy state of nature. In this idealised version of events he does have some 

language; is this still idiocy? In Wordsworth’s account Johnny is an innocent, apparently without 

original sin, suffused with simple contentment. It is useful to compare Peter the wild boy and 

Wordsworth’s Johnny to another wolf-child, Victor of Aveyron.50  

 

Victor of Aveyron (or the little savage) 

Victor is the dark ‘other’ of the carefree Romantic child; the representation in poetry of him 

which I examine is a critique rather than a celebration of the ‘state of nature’. Victor was found 

running about on all fours in the rugged forest region of France, and was first captured in 1798. 

He escaped back into the forest but was forcibly recaptured by hunters fifteen months later. In 

1800, he was taken to a hospice in Aveyron (hence his name) and examined by the French 

zoologist Pierre Joseph Bonnaterre. Bonnaterre brought him to Paris and placed him in an 



 

 

14 

institute for deaf mutes (he was not in fact deaf, merely unresponsive to the human voice). He 

disliked sleeping in a bed. His body was covered in scars (noticeably knife wounds to his 

throat).51 It was reported in the Morning Post that the boy   

lived on potatoes, chestnuts and acorns . . . his features are regular but without 

expression, every part of his body is covered with scars; these scars attest the 

cruelty of persons by whom, it is presumed, he has been abandoned; or perhaps 

they are attributable only to the dangers of a solitary existence at a tender age, 

and in a rude tract of country.52   

He was later entrusted to Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard, a French doctor who published a two-part 

treatise on the wild boy.53 Itard despaired of the boy’s backwardness; as others do in other 

accounts, he resorts to zoomorphism: 

He seemed not to hear music or the sound of the human voice, though he 

recognised at once the sound of the chestnut being shelled. . . . He was more 

helpless than a chimpanzee and could neither open a door by himself nor climb 

onto a chair to reach what he wanted. He was as incapable of speech as an 

animal and uttered only a single, formless sound . . . his expressions would 

change rapidly from a sullen scowl to a curious sneer, a muscular contortion 

meant to be a smile.54    

He was taught the elements of table manners and a few words and was later cared for by a nurse, 

Mme Guerin. He died in 1828.  

Wild children like Victor did not respond to touch or the human voice. Itard claimed that 

Victor was dominated by the bodily, by his appetite for food in particular (and would urinate on 

the spot); ‘his whole existence was a life purely animal’.55 He never sought anything beyond his 
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basic needs, lacked intellectual curiosity, and could not acquire language. The true history of 

such children, lacking narrative capacity of their own, is mysterious, promoting speculation over 

whether their lack of development was brought about by trauma or through isolation in the 

woods, or both. Victor of Aveyron seems to fit this theory because he was found with scars on 

his throat as if an attempt had been made on his life. Gesell’s account reminds us that wolf-

children undergo a multiple trauma through their oscillation between animal and human 

existence:  

[Kamala] was thrice bereft. She was bereft of human care, when she was 

carried to a wolf’s den; she was bereft of the securities of her wolf life when 

she was rescued . . . she was pathetically bereft of the security of reminiscent 

kinship when her younger ‘sister’ Amala died. (xvii)  

And yet she survived, but despite her resilience, she was never far from trauma: ‘if she were left 

alone she would retire to the darkest corner, crouch down and remain with her face to the wall’.56 

Such trauma would also find literary representation in Romantic poetry. 

 

Romanticism’s alienated wolf-child 

As with Wordsworth’s ‘The Idiot Boy’, Victor too was depicted in Romantic poetry, but in a 

manner that dramatised the traumatic alienation of the wolf-child noted above. Mary Robinson’s 

poem ‘The Savage of Aveyron’ appeared in Lyrical Tales (1800), a direct response to 

Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads of 1798.57 Robinson was inspired by the reports of 

the ‘wild boy of Aveyron’ in October of that year in The Morning Post.58 Her memoir shows that 

she had been contemplating the history of Victor, ‘the little savage’. 

59 Robinson had earned the nickname ‘Perdita’ (or ‘lost one’) for her role in Shakespeare’s The 
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Winter's Tale in 1779; she clearly had an affinity with narratives of abandoned children.60 The 

play itself is preoccupied with themes of storytelling alongside those of nature, nursing and 

culture. Using Victor, Robinson was able to construct a story of the most extreme expression of 

such abandonment. In her poem the boy has been left to fend for himself in the forest after his 

mother is murdered by ruffians. In fact, we know nothing about Victor’s mother (or any of these 

wild children’s parents). Victor’s scars suggest his parents may not have been entirely 

benevolent (but we do not know). In Robinson’s fictional representation of him, he is clearly the 

victim of appalling violence, still in a state of misery, and wounded even by nature – a creature 

far from the innocent simplicity and tranquillity of Wordsworth’s wild child: 

Chequer’d with scars his breast was seen, 

Wounds streaming fresh with anguish keen, 

And marks where other wounds had been 

Torn by the brambles rude. (104-07) 

The poem contains much Romantic dramatisation of solitary states (the boy is cast as ‘The tenant 

of that solitude’ (109)), ambiguously exploring themes of solitude versus sociability. These are 

topics that are explored with sensibility in ‘All Alone’ and ‘The Alien Boy’ elsewhere in the 

collection. As with Wordsworth’s ‘The Idiot Boy’, Robinson adopts a narrative form but, again 

like Wordsworth, one that can only tentatively recover the wild protagonist’s story. Johnny 

cannot wield language in a functional, prosaic way and confuses factual particulars; Robinson’s 

‘savage’ can only gesture and utter the single word ‘alone’. The narrator essentially constructs a 

story out of their own solitary state and their imaginative sympathy with the child they find in the 

forest. But their Romantic sense of and yearning for solitude is shown to amount to nothing and 

when compared to the boy’s entire lifetime of isolation. Thus, proclaiming ‘I thought myself 
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alone . . . weary of the world’, they hear the voice of the child. But it is musical rather than 

articulate, ‘a song — / Of nature’s melody’ (66-67), expressing pure emotion in its variations 

from ‘a melancholy tone’ (3), through ‘loud and sad’ (16), ‘dulcet’ (17) to ‘a tone of frantic woe’ 

(18). At this point, the narrator wishes for solitude: ‘O! wilds of dreary solitude! / Amid your 

thorny alleys rude / I wish’d myself — a traveller alone’ (25-27). Variants of the last line close 

each stanza as a refrain while the imagined tale of the wild child slowly unfolds. From his sign 

language and tonal vocalisations, the narrator infers that great harm has been done to him by 

other human beings. As Robinson’s poem develops, it attempts to construct a history for the lost 

wild boy. The poem suggests that the boy’s mother has been murdered by ‘three barbarous 

ruffians’ and her bones are buried under a blasted oak. From his last human interaction, with his 

dying mother, he acquires his sole token of linguistic competence: ‘From HER the WILD BOY 

learn’d  “ALONE”’ (160). This word repeats throughout the poem. The boy is now truly isolated 

in a way that belittles the narrator’s conventional dwelling on solitude. Abandoned to nature, he 

takes on animalistic characteristics, as observed in other wild child narratives above. His 

appearance lacks humanity or rationality and he is associated with an asocial, even malignant 

nature: 

Yet dark and sunken was his eye, 

Like a lorn maniac’s, wild and shy, 

And scowling, like a winter sky, 

Without one beaming ray! (28-31) 

The wild boy tries to tell his story to the traveller, using the word ‘alone’ and a kind of sign 

language, leading her to the oak where his mother is buried, pointing at three notches on the 

trunk of the tree (representing the three ruffians) and upwards towards heaven. Robinson 
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conflates two different accounts of wolf-children in the poem, those of Peter of Hanover and 

Victor of Aveyron. The boy’s body is ‘chequer’d with scars’ (104), as in real life accounts of 

Victor, but he is found wearing the remains of a garment (as in accounts of Peter of Hanover). 

The ‘Lady’s vest’ (124) he is found wrapped in is evidence of the loss of his mother. Robinson’s 

poem imagines a loving nurturing mother killed by ‘barb’rous ruffians’ (134) from the outside of 

society, in place of a narrative of familial cruelty in which the parents are the perpetrators of the 

scars on the boy’s body and the cause of his abandonment and isolation in the woods. Thus the 

wild child’s origin may be somewhat sentimentalised, yet Robinson’s representation of the wild 

boy debunks the notion of the ‘noble savage’ and challenges Romantic concepts of the child of 

nature. The boy is ‘fancy-fraught’ (173) as opposed to fancy-free, inhuman and wretched, a 

forlorn ‘maniac’ (29) wrenched from companionship and sociability. The poem is a critique 

rather than a celebration of ‘the state of nature’ but it is another manifestation of Romanticism’s 

interest in primitive states and wild or feral children. There is nothing here of the idealised or 

utopian longing found elsewhere in this tragic incarnation of the wild child. RRoobbiinnssoonn’’ss  ppiiccttuurree  

ooff  VViiccttoorr  iiss  cclloosseerr  ttoo  tthhaatt  ooff  PPhhiilllliippee  PPiinneell: the foremost physician of the day, he saw an 

abandoned, mentally defective creature, not the Rousseauvian ‘child of nature’ that his 

contemporaries in Paris so eagerly conjured up.61 Yet Robinson renders this outcast with deep 

sympathy: 

And could a wretch more wretched be, 

More wild, or fancy-fraught than he, 

Whose melancholy tale would pierce AN HEART  

OF STONE (73-6) 

Victor and Peter never acquired language and so could not tell their stories (their memory 
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loss possibly the result of trauma). Kamala would repeat the odd word when prompted, but she 

never used language in a spontaneous way.62 Literature has given the wolf-children a voice, a 

folk history.63 The state of nature from which we have become expelled and where wolf-children 

appeared to dwell has eluded us. Since the eighteenth-century, that sense of loss has been 

recompensed by storytelling. This returns us to Hughes’s consoling voices where I began; 

romanticised myths of children raised by wolves reappear as fictions and in poetry, establishing a 

place:  

Where the wolves are singing in the forest 

For two babes, who have turned, in their sleep, 

Into orphans 

Beside the corpse of their mother.64  

Here abandonment can be seen as a blessing, the child inhabits an animal world, a gap is bridged, 

something lost is restored. Narratives of wild children reveal what wolves have taught us about 

human frailty; they animalise the human, but that is not all: wolf children are significant because 

they have the power to redeem the wolf as nurturer and source of cultivation.  
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