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Away from the Shadowy Path: Narrative 
Identity in the Deepwoods

Rebecca Long

Paul Stewart and Chris Riddell’s The Edge Chronicles (1998-2010) 
- and Twig’s trilogy, Beyond the Deepwoods (1998), Stormchaser 
(1999) and Midnight Over Sanctaphrax (2000) in particluar - are 
representative of a trend in children’s literature which utilises the 
idea of the journey as a key metaphor for the development of the 
self. The journey as a prevalent theme is a “central, vital element” 
(Hunt, 11) of the canon of children’s literature. As a metaphor 
for the development of selfhood and identity and as a means of 
articulating the passage from childhood into adulthood, themes of 
travel and movement through landscapes – fantastical or otherwise 
– become especially relevant to children’s literature and to the 
relationship between space, place and character the Twig Trilogy is 
founded on. 

Comprising thirteen texts in total The Edge Chronicles have sold more 
than ten million copies to date. Initially published in the United 
Kingdom the series was later distributed in the United States, 
Canada, and Australia, and has never been out of print. Yet despite 
their popular success, wide appeal and canonical scope there is a 
distinct lack of critical material available on The Edge Chronicles. 
This article attempts to redress this balance, focusing in particular 
on the Twig Trilogy. 

Twig’s story is one of many within The Edge Chronicles. His trilogy 
is in some ways symptomatic of the series as a whole; each separate 
trilogy deals with issues of urban dystopia, industrialisation, 
the desire for flight and knowledge, the complexity of familial 
relationships and the connection between landscape and identity. 
But Twig’s story is unique within the series as he becomes the focus 
of his own narrative within the Edgelands and experiences a deeper 
level of engagement with the landscape than any other character. 
Unlike the Chronicles” other protagonists Twig is often alone in the 
landscape; his physical body matures in it and his selfhood is formed 
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by it. More than any other, his trilogy constitutes an exploration of 
the dialectic between narrative, landscape and identity even as he 
himself explores the geography of the Edgelands. Abandoned in 
the depths of the Deepwoods as a small baby, Twig is adopted by 
a family of woodtrolls; though he is a human boy, he is raised as a 
creature of the woods. As his naming ceremony approaches, he can 
no longer ignore the strangeness and isolation he feels within the 
community. He confronts his mother and learns the truth. Stepping 
off the forest path – something no woodtroll has ever done – Twig 
unwittingly embarks on a journey into the uncharted woods; a 
journey of exploration and self-discovery. 

By examining the way in which these texts engage with the 
development of identity in relation to landscape, a focus can be 
brought to bear on the significance of the symbiotic relationship 
between body, narrative and journey which is prevalent in 
children’s literature; in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (1865) 
Alice journeys into a world that is both physical and imaginary 
even as her body is changing: she literally grows up and grows 
down. The idea of the body in children’s literature is incredibly 
powerful. Child figures such as Twig can be empowered by the 
ways in which their bodies engage with landscape. The relationship 
between body and landscape resonates with potentiality; in C.S 
Lewis’ The Voyage of the Dawn Treader (1952) while on a journey to 
the end of the world, Eustace Scrubb is transformed into a dragon, 
a transformation and a journey which prompt him to re-engage 
with the idea of his selfhood. The body becomes the signifier of 
change within the landscape as children grow and mature within 
it. In Jenny Nimmo’s Magician Trilogy (1986-1989) Gwynn’s 
connection to the powerful magic inherent in the Welsh landscape 
affects his physical maturation; his mental capacities expand even 
as his body’s growth is stunted. Critics such as Bachelard, Casey, 
Trigg and Tuan have produced critical studies on the relationship 
between the body and landscape, on the way in which environment 
structures the development of identity. But the connection between 
the body, the narrative journey and the landscape, and the way in 
which it influences the development of identity and selfhood has 
never been explored in relation to The Edge Chronicles. 

Taking the Edge Chronicles as a kind of test series for a study of 
the relationship between landscape and identity in children’s 
literature brings a new and unique perspective to that study; 
the emphasis the trilogy places on perception and subjective 
experience facilitates a focus on the connection that exists between 
the body, the landscape, and the narrativisation of the self. This 
new approaches allows me to assert the importance of the journey 
as a metaphor for exploration and for the development of self-
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awareness in children’s literature. This approach opens a new 
series of questions; how does the act of narration affect the way 
in which a character moves through the landscape of a text? How 
does a character’s interaction with edges, borders, and homespaces 
within a landscape influence the development of that character’s 
identity? How does the relationship between the landscape, the 
physical body and the subjective consciousness contribute to the 
creation of identity? If memory is constituted by the experience of 
place and time, how does this affect the act of self-narration? Using 
the Edge Chronicles – and Twig’s trilogy specifically – to engage with 
these questions offers a new way to examine the role of landscape 
and the development of identity in children’s literature. 

Children construct their perception of the world by storying their 
subjective experiences by narrating their movement through the 
landscapes they encounter, both physical and emotional (Tuan 12). 
The connection between phenomenology and children’s literature is 
a vital one and yet it remains largely understudied and unexplored. 
The Edge Chronicles are particularly and fundamentally concerned 
with the relationship between body and space, and the way in which 
we narrate and articulate that relationship. As a series of children’s 
books in which individual texts are intertextually connected 
through the re-appearance of significant themes and characters 
and in which there is a coherent and well-developed consensual 
reality, they are the idea test-case for a study of phenomenology 
in children’s literature. This approach becomes especially relevant 
when applied to the Twig Trilogy as Twig’s identity is formed 
through his interaction with the landscape and the narrative journey 
he embarks on; his phenomenological perception of the landscape 
influences the way in which he moves through it and the way in 
which he stories his experiences. 

The narrative, the journey, the myth, even the creation of selfhood 
and identity, are part of and express a series of “coherent 
affirmations about the ultimate reality of things” (Eliade, Eternal 
Return 3). The world creates and perpetuates its own reality and 
within the world the objects we interact with and the actions we 
commit only acquire a value “and in doing so become real” when 
they participate “in a reality that transcends them” (3); the reality 
of the external world. Twig participates in the reality of his own 
narrative even as he creates it through the movement of his journey. 
That journey is a series of movements out from and back towards 
centres; Twig makes physical and emotional connections between 
edges and centres as he moves between them. If “reality is conferred 
through participation in the symbolism of the centre” (5), then 
Twig’s journey towards the centre confers reality on his movement 
in the landscape and the identity he creates for himself. Because we 
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are emplaced and connected to the landscape we necessarily “live 
in the midst of the world” (Hearn 318). Our existence is bound to 
the environments we find ourselves moving through; we engage 
with the world because “we can live no other way” (318). For 
Eliade reality and sacredness are connected. The transformation of 
profane space into transcendent space assures “the reality and the 
enduringness” (21) of that space and the objects we situate in it. 
The centre becomes the site where “concrete time” is transformed 
into “mythical time” (21); sacredness is achieved not only when 
space and time are transcended but when they are perpetuated in 
the reality of that transcendence. If important ritual acts involve 
moving towards the sacredness of the centre and the individual is 
truly himself only during these occasions then self-knowledge is 
sacred in itself and growing up is the act of moving towards the 
centre of one’s own life. The act of remembrance becomes an act 
of narration, an ordering of past events and a mapping of past 
movement through the landscape, a grounding of experience in 
that landscape. 

The narrative of Twig’s personal growth in the landscape of the 
Edgelands is based upon interconnected stories about “relationships 
between the self and others” and how they are “representations of 
subjectivity” (McCallum 3). The meaning of a journey lies in its 
presentation of the contrast “between the virtues of lastingness 
and the values of transience” (Casey, Place 238), in the connection it 
creates between the place that is left and the place that is reached. 
The journey itself, engaging with the concepts of space and time 
becomes a physical symbol of the maturation of the traveller 
in the landscape. The Edgelands are comprised of “landscape 
narratives” which structure reality and “compel [characters] to 
perform in certain ways” (Tindall,48) as they move through them. 
Twig is compelled to move into the landscape and that movement 
essentially becomes an act of exploration. If narratives “shape 
the way children find a home in the world” (Watkins 183) then in 
the context of Twig’s narrative, the idea of exploration is linked 
intrinsically to the idea of a home. Imagining and remembering are 
actions which take us “out beyond” or “back behind ourselves” 
(Casey xvi). They take us out of the here and now of the present 
into the there and then of the past and future. But we are always in 
place, even while this existential displacement occurs. Imagining 
and remembering become acts of narration in a landscape that links 
Twig’s past, his present and holds the key to his future. Le Guin 
writes that “narrative language is used to connect events in time” 
(Dancing 38). Narrative language imposes a kind of order on those 
events, a temporal order which corresponds to a spatial order in 
terms of directionality. Narrative language facilitates a movement 
through time and space: “narrative makes a journey” (38).



Textual Overtures 3.1 | October 2015 40

Narrative allows us to comprehend “time as meaningful” (Le Guin 
39). Stories are journeys out of the past and into the present. This 
“forward movement” (38) out of the past mirrors Twig’s movement 
through the landscape of the Edgelands: the physical momentum 
of his journey influences the progression of his narrative. Twig’s 
ability to create his own narrative as he moves through the 
landscape is connected to the way in which he sets about creating 
his own identity in the midst of that landscape: he discovers himself 
through the language of story and through his interaction with the 
geographical space of the Edgelands. Peter Hollindale writes of 
how children “construct childhood as they go along” (68) as they 
move through their lives – as they journey through their childhood 
– they narrate and story their experiences. If childhood is “a stage 
en route to being something else” (68) then growing up is itself a 
journey and the progression into adulthood becomes all the more 
meaningful as part of a movement into life. We story our movement 
through the landscape of our childhood, just as Twig does as he 
moves through the Edgelands. The creation of Twig’s identity is 
intimately connected to his physical negotiation of the landscape 
which is in turn influenced by the nature of his narrative journey. 
His story narrates his movement; narrative links events and in 
doing so becomes a temporal journey. Likewise, because journeys 
link places and can be conceived of as spatial narratives then 
stories “traverse and organize places” (de Certeau, 115), mapping 
the landscape and providing a structure through which it can be 
interpreted. A story like Twig’s “transforms places into spaces or 
spaces into places” (118); his progression through the landscape 
narrates the development of his identity. Journeys make stories 
out of places. For Casey, the journey becomes a way of “translating 
place itself into temporal terms” (Casey 273); journeys narrativize 
the landscape. We reach reality through our grounding in place; 
place therefore connects us to the reality of landscape and to the 
reality of our own existence within it. “Placing and being placed” 
(48) involve connecting; not only to the landscape but to our 
perception of ourselves in that landscape. The journey becomes the 
ultimate expression of the body’s relationship with the landscape 
even as it unfolds as a narration of the universal quest for selfhood. 
In that context, Twig’s journey functions as a touchstone moment 
in the canon of children’s literature; his movement through the 
Deepwoods and into a greater understanding of his own identity 
becomes a template for the consideration of narrative journeys in 
children’s fantasy texts. 

In The Edge Chronicles, the paths through the forest not only link 
communities and villages and indeed different areas of the 
Deepwoods; they link time as well. Past, present, and future 
are connected through movement along these paths – Twig’s 
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journeys are an example of this. His childhood is thus connected 
to his passage into adulthood by the path which unites them both. 
Narratives become paths back into the past and forward into the 
future. Language and narrative allow Twig to recount and structure 
the past, not only to himself but to others (Mace 268). It is only 
through language and narrative that Twig can gain access to his own 
personal history. Within that history, that personal story, meaning 
is “only potential until it is actualized [by] dynamic involvement” 
(Appelyard 5). Twig’s dynamic involvement in his own narrative 
takes the form of his journey into the Deepwoods and beyond: his 
journey therefore creates meaning in his narrative. He is moving 
towards the edge of the Deepwoods, the boundary between his old 
life and his new destiny. 

To a certain extent, the Deepwoods is a “narrated space” (Bradford 
et al. 129) in that the communities which call it home attempt to 
understand and order it by telling stories about it. But it is perhaps 
more accurate to say that the Deepwoods compromises narrated 
spaces and that a figure like Twig, journeying between those spaces 
creates an overarching story or even a metanarrative within the 
forest itself, connecting space, place, and story through movement. 
Twig’s journey is embedded in place: he is journeying through the 
Deepwoods and beyond. Journeys are “place-bound and place-
specific,” so Twig’s movement through the landscape becomes “a 
story of place” (Casey 273-274). His movement becomes a form 
of narration. By “putting [his] experiences into words” (Meek, 
Warlow, and Barton 41), Twig can impose a certain kind of order on 
them. He begins to represent the world to himself as he experiences 
and perceives it, creating his own narrative reality. If stories create 
meaning by recreating scenarios or experience and linking those 
experiences, then narrative is fundamentally linked to movement 
in the landscape because Twig’s experiences are predicated on that 
movement. 

Twig’s story begins in the Deepwoods, branches out beyond it and 
comes full circle when he returns to the forest and the woodtroll 
home he initially left behind. Journeys connect different points in 
the Edgelands as characters create narratives by moving between 
points and centres in the landscape. Twig’s journey is ultimately 
circular – he leaves the Deepwoods as a child only to eventually 
return to them as a young adult – so the story which narrates it 
reflects that circularity and in doing so reveals a “certain open 
space in [its] centre” (Williams, 491). This open space is the void out 
of which Twig’s identity develops. The meaning of his narrative 
journey resides in that centre: the relationships he engages in and 
the impact they have on his identity within the landscape resonate 
outward from that centre. In Beyond the Deepwoods, the Snatchwood 
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cabin is Twig’s reality, the home space he has known since he was 
an infant. It is significant then that this is the space within which 
Twig learns the truth about his own identity. His adoptive mother 
Spelda says, “I want to tell you the story of how you got your name” 
(Stewart and Riddell, Deepwoods 13). This is the story of Twig’s 
origins, of the development of his identity and his assimilation – 
however problematic – into the woodtroll community. More than 
a story, it is the narrative which will frame his entire existence and 
the manner in which he interacts with the Deepwoods itself and the 
characters he encounters within it. 

For the duration of Twig’s childhood, Spelda has been telling her 
version of his story. Every time she has told Twig her version of 
the story she has been reconstituting an image of him – her image 
of him – drawing him into what is, for all intents and purposes, “a 
fictional world” (Murphy 47) which attempts to fulfil her own wish 
for a normal existence for him. Her censored re-telling of Twig’s 
story becomes an attempt – and perhaps a subconscious one – to 
normalize his presence in the woodtroll community. There is a gap 
then, “between what is and what [her] language says” (Meek et 
al. 8). The “reality-creating potential” (Knowles and Malmjaer, ix) 
of her language does exactly that: it creates the reality in which 
Twig functions. He is fundamentally “constituted by…language” 
(Lesnik-Oberstein 2), her language, and the story she creates with 
it. Twig is “drawn back inside that story despite himself” (Stewart 
and Riddell 16) and despite the fact that he knows it by heart. Spelda 
pauses before she begins to talk about the silence he maintained as 
a child and he himself vocalizes this articulation of the fracture or 
break in the continuity of his identity as he whispers “But...” (16): 
the moment his narrative branches off from the narratives of every 
other woodtroll child and the difference that marks him out from 
the rest of the community is narrativized. 

It is this gap in his identity, the void he skirts throughout the text 
that he is ultimately drawn to in his search for that true identity. 
Every time this narrative fracture is retold, rearticulated, “Twig…
shudder[s] and hold[s] his breath” (16) as though he is experiencing 
some kind of trauma. He shivers wordlessly as his mother 
articulates the fear she felt for him as though, even now, his first 
impulse is not to speak but to use his body to express his emotions. 
He tugs at his twist of hair – a visual signifier of the artificial nature 
of his constructed woodtroll identity – as though he does not know 
how to express himself, chaffing at the restraints of his own body. 
Here, this narrative break or gap is predicated on the fact that as 
an infant, Twig “would not speak….not a single word” (16). Twig 
holds his breath, his mother sighs: almost-silences and pauses such 
as these constitute telling gaps in narratives throughout the texts, 
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gaps which produce meaning. 

Yet once Twig discovers his voice and his ability – and his right – 
to speak he hardly stops. Speaking is linked expressly to identity 
and to the beginning of identity development. Woodtroll children 
are not named until they speak: they are not properly initiated 
into their own community until they have articulated their first 
words, their first thoughts. Twig’s silence ironically speaks towards 
a resistance of the identity that he must take upon himself. Until 
he speaks that identity is formless, yet full of potential. Once he 
speaks, it becomes predicated on the differences which divide 
him from the community. Just as myth is essentially about the 
unknown and “looks into the heart of a great silence” (Armstrong 
4), Twig’s narrative initially looks into the heart of his own silence. 
That silence endures as the defining aspect of his infancy. It is only 
when he leaves the village and strikes out into the Deepwoods 
that Twig begins speaking aloud; to literally narrate his own story 
and to constitute his own “sets of meaning in language” (4):  If 
conversation becomes, “the site on which the self and other meet, 
negotiate and embrace” (Stephens 247), then Twig’s habit of talking 
to himself in the woods can be interpreted as a subconscious 
attempt to actually address himself, to engage in a dialogue with 
the conflicting aspects of his own selfhood.  That dialogue exposes 
the tension between experience, memory, and expectation in which 
all these “elements are unstable” (Hollindale 71). If we construct 
“our selfhood through memory” then our identity is connected 
to our ability to stabilise or ground our memories of ourselves in 
time and place: by “storying our lives” we attempt to consolidate 
our “sense of personal continuity” in our own narratives (69). He 
has heard the story of his naming “so often he [is] no longer sure 
what he [can] remember and what he [has] been told” (Stewart and 
Riddell, 108). The centrality of memory to identity is already being 
established; Twig may not have had the verbal skills or language to 
articulate himself as an infant but his memories function as visual 
and emotional images. But these memories have been influenced 
and perhaps compromised by Spelda’s narrative. Memory, gaps in 
memory and gaps in knowledge lie at the heart of Twig’s complex 
identity. That identity then is initially constructed around a gap, a 
void, a lack. Gaps separate “spatially, temporally and materially” 
(Malpas 94): they signal a discontinuity, not only in the landscape 
but in the narrative of that landscape and the narrative of Twig’s 
journey within it. 

Later in the series, in Midnight Over Sanctaphrax, Twig’s own 
memory will experience a similar kind of aporia. His ordeal in – and 
his return out of – open sky compromise not only his memory but 
his sense of self and his control over his own narrative. In seeking 
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to fill the gaps in his knowledge he turns to the Riverrise myth: 
his attempts to recover his memory mirror the myth’s account of 
the origins of the Edgelands themselves. As Twig recites the words 
of the myth, his eyes glaze over as though he is entering a kind 
of reverie of memory or imagination: this story of the origins of 
the Edge itself is also associated with Twig’s own origins. It brings 
him back to his childhood. He remembers how Spelda would tell 
him the story over and over again because “of all the many tales 
she told” (Stewart and Riddell, Sanctaphrax 108) the myth was his 
favorite. He knows the story “by heart” (108) just as he once thought 
he knew his own story. Whenever Twig tugs at the scarf around his 
neck, the action speaks to an uneasiness within him: to a tension 
between his sense of self and the gaps in his knowledge. Here he 
contemplates the idea of truths being “buried in the old tales” (108). 
For Twig, stories have proved to be sites of revelation, of personal 
insight and meaning. He has seen many “strange things” (108) in 
the Deepwoods and in the Twilight woods, therefore why should 
the myth of Riverrise not contain the truth he eventually found 
in his own narrative? He stares into the “empty sky beyond the 
Edge” (108) a sky that is empty of meaning precisely because he 
has forgotten the narrative of what occurred out there. He knows 
there is “something [he] must remember” (108) and that the gap 
in the narrative of his own memory is potentially dangerous. By 
contemplating the myth of Riverrise, Twig once again experiences 
the urge to story his own experiences, to fill in the gaps his amnesia 
has created. The myth of Riverrise is in fact an account of the retreat 
and return of the Mother Storm and of the cycle of creation and 
destruction which occurs each time. Told in “every corner of the 
Edge” (108) and just like the story of the gloamglozer from the 
Deepwoods, the myth unites communities across the Edgelands: 
it is an attempt to “make sense of things” (108) through narrative. 
Within the context of Twig’s own story the myth becomes a narrative 
template, one which illustrates the importance of memory and 
narrative structure to identity. The Riverrise myth prompts Twig 
to attempt to regain the memory he has lost, even as Spelda’s story 
prompted him to question his own identity.

Back inside Spelda’s narrative, the sun is rising as she sets out on 
her quest to name Twig. The path she takes is “well-worn” (Stewart 
and Riddell, Deepwoods 19) and familiar: it leads to the anchor 
tree which, crucially, stands as the point from which woodtrolls 
venture out into the greater Deepwoods, the beginning of almost 
every narrative journey into the forest. It plays a dual role in the 
landscape, functioning as both the point of departure and the 
point of return. The woodtrolls” lives and customs are peppered 
with references to ships and sailing, to open sky. These metaphors 
become a method of navigation for them within the Deepwoods, a 
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way to tether themselves to the landscape – just as Spelda literally 
tethers herself to the tree – while simultaneously allowing for the 
possibility of release into an afterlife. Spelda’s quest is dangerous 
not only because of the “unseen perils” (19) of the Deepwoods 
but because of the possibility that the rope – which represents not 
only her journey along the narrative of the path but also stands for 
memory, custom and tradition at work within the landscape – might 
break. It is her lifeline, her umbilical connection to the community 
she has ventured out from. The rope is a fundamental necessity for 
her journey: for woodtrolls, “being lost” in the landscape is their 
“deepest terror” (19). They treat the Deepwoods as an inherently 
hostile space which in turn inculcates a great respect within the 
community for the boundaries they create between themselves and 
the woods. By following the paths they ensure that their stories 
continue without breaks, without gaps. Even in death they do 
not cross boundaries or leave the path: they are sent upwards by 
the buoyant wood of the native trees, transcending boundaries 
and paths alike, without actually violating them. Using the knife, 
Spelda hacks off a piece of the nearest tree. This is how her son”s 
name will be “revealed” (20). In the naming ritual the Deepwoods 
should act as a site of revelation. But in this narrative, the landscape 
resists Spelda’s efforts to engage it in the ritual: it refuses to name 
her son and the piece of wood does “nothing but crackle and hiss” 
(20) when she burns it in the ritual fire. 

“And yet, I have a name,” (21) Twig states, breaking into the story 
as though asserting the legitimacy of his own identity, even as he 
is being told about the unorthodoxy of his naming. In order to be 
named, Twig hands over his comfort cloth to Taghair the oakelf 
and village elder: this cloth which represents his only connection 
to his life before he was found in the Deepwoods. This symbolic 
exchange of cloth for name is the moment in the text where the 
infant Twig unwittingly surrenders the lost possibilities of his brief 
former life and enters into the identity which will be his until he 
himself strikes out from the village and into the woods, just as 
Spelda did to name him. Taghair tells Twig that “you’re part of the 
Deepwoods, silent one. The naming ritual has not worked but you 
are a part of the Deepwoods” (24). His repetition here is forceful and 
insistent: though the Deepwoods have refused to give up his name, 
if anything this strengthens their connection to Twig. Taghair’s eyes 
glaze over as he prepares to reveal Twig’s name as though he is an 
oracle channelling the sentience of the Deepwoods. The pause he 
takes – another significant gap - becomes an opportunity not only 
for the boy to speak for the first time, but to name himself. In the 
midst of Spelda’s story, Twig exclaims his own name, “unable to 
keep silent any longer” (24) as though his silence while listening 
to his own story has been a recapitulation of the original silence 
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he maintained and which must now be broken again as he names 
himself once more. His own name was the first word he “ever 
spoke” (24) and so ultimately it is not the Deepwoods which names 
Twig but Twig himself. Now it becomes clear that hearing the 
end of the tale will prove essential to the continuing formation of 
Twig’s identity. The bedtime story that he knew so well has now 
become part of his new reality. If we force the past to “tell the story 
we want it to tell, to mean what we want it to mean, it loses its 
reality” (Le Guin, Earthsea xiii). In this case, the reality that is lost is 
Twigs” identity which he arguably only begins to accept when the 
narrative of his past has been brought full circle: when he has been 
reunited with his real father and an aspect of his journey is brought 
to a conclusion, a journey which was motivated precisely by the 
gaps in that narrative.

When he becomes lost in the landscape, Twig realises and states 
that “I’ve also lost myself” (Stewart and Riddell, Deepwoods 126). So 
when Twig talks to himself, it is often part of an effort to understand 
what is happening to him, to articulate his feelings or responses to 
the environment he finds himself in: he stories the choices he must 
make in the landscape. He speaks aloud and creates a narrative in 
order to progress along his journey. In the narrative he creates to 
understand his experiences, he links the moment he strayed from 
the path to the current danger he finds himself in: not only has he 
strayed from the path but now he has “even managed to stray from 
the forest” (126). In his own mind, his inability to orient himself 
in the landscape has direct consequences for his dream of being a 
sky pirate. If he cannot negotiate the physical environment of the 
Deepwoods, how will he ever make it beyond them - how will he 
ever reach the sky? His dream of sky piracy is, on many levels, a 
manifestation of his desire for independence from and out of the 
landscape which has governed the manner in which he has been 
made to live his life. 

But in many ways, it is the caterbird who is the dominating 
author of Twig’s narrative within the text and not Twig himself. 
It is the caterbird who first invokes the idea of destiny – and who 
connects Twig’s destiny to his journey beyond the Deepwoods. 
The bird’s stories prompt journeys into the landscape. The 
caterbirds form a society of stories which span and interconnect 
the environments of the Edgelands: “what one knows…all know” 
(25). By sharing their dreams, they also share stories and in this 
way they control - to a certain extent - how travellers engage with 
the landscape which provides the setting for those stories. They 
create a “community of memory” (Irwin-Zarezka 47): their shared 
experiences and the “reality of [their] past” (158) binds them 
together. Narration and knowledge are intimately connected: the 
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sharing of narratives becomes an act of “knowing” (Casey 277). 
Narration “creates, maintains and transforms our relationships” 
(Meek et al. 12). We arrive at knowledge by “telling, untelling, 
believing and disbelieving stories… pasts, futures and identities” 
(13). The manner in which the birds share their memories, stories 
and experiences through dream places an intense significance 
on memory itself and its influence on identity and development. 
History and narrative themselves become fluid concepts in the 
context of the birds” shared-time: they fuse history and narrative 
together into stories which map the landscape. We rely on stories 
told by others to understand “events in times or places outside our 
own experience” (Le Guin, Earthsea xvi): but for caterbirds, nothing 
is beyond their own personal experience. History, narrative, and 
imagination are part of a complex engagement with the landscape. 
Narration as a “recurrent act of symbolic communication” (Fry 105) 
becomes an extremely powerful concept within the series: stories 
facilitate communication between characters and are transferred 
and shared through that communication. Relationships are 
strengthened through these acts of communication, these shared 
narratives. And if these communications are symbolic, based on 
symbols that connect narratives within the landscape then home 
and identity become powerful symbols within the text itself, 
uniting diverse aspects of the landscape. The acts of sharing stories 
and communicating narratives become acts of ritual.

Twig does not consolidate his identity until his confrontation with 
the gloamglozer on the brink of the Edgelands where his battle 
for that identity becomes a recapitulation of his narrative journey 
through the landscape. The moment Twig leaves the path creates 
a break in that projected narrative and alters the course of his 
own journey. But because he has strayed from the path he has left 
himself vulnerable to attack from the gloamglozer, “the wildest 
of all the wild creatures” (Stewart and Riddell, Deepwoods 262) in 
the Deepwoods. The woodtrolls tell stories about the gloamglozer 
in an effort to understand the threat it poses: Twig’s childhood is 
structured by those stories. But the creature’s power is augmented 
by the fact that it too can tell stories, by lying it can influence the 
way in which characters navigate the landscape and manipulate 
the paths they take through it. Naming the gloamglozer does not 
tame or neutralize it: naming it invokes the creature and by drawing 
attention to it untameability, lends it power in the wild landscape, 
which mirrors its own wild condition. When the creature’s voice 
comes out of the sulphurous mist Twig recognizes it. It is a ‘real’ voice 
and “more than that, it [is] a familiar voice” (262). The gloamglozer 
has been a character in the narrative Twig has been creating for 
himself in the landscape: the creature is a story in the Deepwoods, a 
myth told to keep children in check but here, in the midst of Twig’s 
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narrative, it is more than a story, it is a story come to life, embodied, 
and emplaced in the landscape that lends it its power. In the misty 
Edgelands, Twig cannot see the creature at first: he can “barely 
see his hand in front of his face” (263). Crucially, at this moment 
of such intense existential crisis, he is no longer grounded in the 
environment – he cannot even see or orient his own body in it. In the 
figure of the gloamglozer, the landscape is embodied and sentient: 
through the creature the landscape listens to and engages with the 
narrative journeys which map it. Through the creature’s actions, the 
landscape itself responds to those journeys. It is Twig’s marginality 
that has made him so vulnerable to the creature’s influence in the 
woods: as a story which is shared by every community in the forest, 
the creature is omnipresent, even omnipotent. 

For the gloamglozer, that uniqueness which makes Twig so visible 
in the landscape is connected to the “overwhelming longing…
[the] emptiness inside [him]” (266) which he yearns to fill. His call 
from the midst of the Deepwoods was motivated by this longing; 
this emptiness in him which not only affects his identity but 
echoes within the larger emptiness of the void he has been moving 
towards. The creature tells him explicitly, “that’s why you left 
the path,” (266) to achieve that sense of belonging, to fill up the 
void inside him. He went into the Deepwoods to understand. Twig 
agrees “dreamily” (266) as though he is being lulled into a false 
sense of that belonging as he listens to the creature’s story. As it 
continues, it adapts elements of the caterbird’s narrative to suit its 
own purposes: it tells him that the Deepwoods are not for him, that 
“the fear of everyone and everything outside” (266) which defines 
the woodtroll community he has left does not define him. In his 
difference, the gloamglozer tells him that they are similar. They 
are the same. They are adventurers, travellers, seekers, listeners. 
Its voice becomes “hushed and intimate” (266) recalling Spelda’s 
voice as she told Twig the “ending” of his story. 

Its power over Twig – the boy shudders as the creature exerts more 
and more of that power over him – takes its strength from what it 
knows about him, from what it has observed. Transforming itself 
into a woodtroll, complete with knotted hair and a button nose it 
tells Twig that he could go home. He could fit in and have what 
he “wanted all along” (270). In presenting him with the image of a 
woodtroll, the creature is actually presenting Twig with an image of 
himself: with his knotted hair and woodtroll clothes even his own 
appearance becomes a signifier of his failure to fit in, to belong. 
The gloamglozer is telling him that to fit in, to belong, he must 
change. He must appear “as others want to see you” (271); he must 
abandon the identity he has been struggling to find in the woods. 
If he takes this last step, he can be “always one step ahead” (271) 
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in the narratives he will control. And still Twig does not respond 
verbally. He swallows, standing “at the very edge of the cliff” 
(271) as though words cannot express the emotional conflict he 
is experiencing. He holds back, precisely because of the strength 
and depth of his experiences in the Deepwoods: he remembers 
the emotional connection he experienced with the banderbear and 
the slaughterers. And crucially, on the brink of the landscape and 
of his own mortality, he remembers that they saved his life. His 
eyes well up with tears: his body cannot contain the emotion he 
is experiencing. In that moment he realizes that he will never be 
able to be what he is not: instead, “he would become what they all 
[fear] the most” (272). He would become the embodiment within 
the landscape of the stories they tell in order to try and understand 
it. Instead of living his own narrative, he would be part of the 
communal narrative of the Deepwoods: and yet never part of that 
community. What the gloamglozer is offering him is not a chance 
to belong: it is an irreversible confirmation of the marginality he 
has experienced all his life, a chance to be alone in the landscape 
forever. Significantly, he realizes that he “would never again be able 
to return” (272) that he would become completely cut off from the 
world of his childhood. 

But in calling him beyond the Deepwoods the gloamglozer itself 
invokes the destiny Twig has been searching for. Even as he steps 
over the edge, the boy holds out his hand. His movement over the 
edge is not an attempt to annihilate himself but rather a desperate 
attempt to connect with a marginal figure like him: in falling for 
the creature’s story, its victims fall over the edge as well. There is 
a moment of connection as the gloamglozer grasps Twig’s wrist 
but that contact is an exertion of the creature’s power over the 
boy: as he hangs suspended over the edge, it screeches at Twig, 
“you are nothing. NOTHING!...Do you hear me?” (274). Even 
in this moment of intense and mortal danger, Twig searches for 
meaning in the creature’s actions: he wants to know why. The beast 
answers with an affirmation of its own nature: it is a gloamglozer, 
“a deceiver, a trickster, a cheat and a fraud” (274). It seeks out 
those who have entered proscribed spaces in the Deepwoods and 
in their vulnerability lures them to the edge. The Deepwoods then 
is definitively established as a space which is hostile to fragile 
identities. 

Twig is a child in the wild landscape of the Deepwoods. His 
childhood is defined by its borders; by the limits those borders 
exert on it, both temporal and physical. Stewart presents childhood 
as a natural state of existence and as a way of being in the landscape 
which is conducive to encountering and crossing boundaries, 
to creating its own boundaries. So Twig is not only continually 
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encountering boundaries; he is continually crossing them. Like 
all landscapes, the Edgelands are made up of clearly demarcated 
spaces whose boundaries are charged with energy and meaning: 
crossing or reinforcing them becomes an act of engagement with 
the landscape. This is how Twig moves through the environments 
he encounters, by engaging with them. In doing so, he begins to 
form his own identity which is distinct from the family-based 
identity imparted by the homespace. The development of that 
identity across the series is not only tied to the journeys and quests 
he undertakes; it is structured by all of the movements he makes 
within the landscape of the Edgelands. He leaves, he travels, he 
returns. Although he has created an identity for himself based upon 
his fundamental need to survive on his own in the Deepwoods, 
this identity is challenged as he seeks to maintain it in the new 
environments he encounters beyond the forest and when he finally 
returns to the original homespace, he is forced to confront, adapt 
and transcend that identity.

Twig is arguably overwhelmed by the Deepwoods environment: 
his narrative, both in terms of his journey and his habit of literally 
narrating what is happening to him is an attempt to draw a 
“boundary between himself and what is outside himself” (Meek 
et al. 8), between his own self and the intimidating presence of the 
Deepwoods, a place in which solitude is a dangerous and vulnerable 
state of being. He becomes a “manifestation of loneliness” (Kimball 
559) in the landscape. The trauma of his departure from the path 
and from his village home is augmented by the often violent 
trauma of survival in the forest. Lost, both in the woods and in 
terms of his own identity, his body “loses its fundamental centrality 
in place” (Trigg xxiv) as it is constantly assaulted by its engagement 
with the landscape. His “embodied self” (xxiv) is shaken to its 
core. The wildness of the Deepwoods has a de-familiarizing effect 
on those who enter it. Being “lost” can also be an opportunity for 
growth; Twig has to find himself before he can truly find his way. 
The deepness of the woods themselves promote this sense of being 
lost, of being overwhelmed, of being out of depth in the midst of 
the landscape; this is why sky-pirating is associated throughout the 
trilogy with clear sight and perspective, with literally being above 
the landscape. Twig must ease himself into his connection with 
the forest environment by slipping in and out of the various home 
spaces he encounters before he can exert an element of control in 
his relationship with the woods. He enters the forest in a transitory 
state, physically and emotionally. The forest is not a static place: it 
too is constantly changing. The resonance between the changing 
state of the individual and the changing state of the landscape that 
individual finds himself in creates a unique space imbued with 
potentiality. In this space of heightened changing energy, Twig 
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forges a new identity for himself even as he forges a new way 
through the woods. Eventually, place comes to endure “through 
the lived-body” (193). Twig gradually learns how to survive in the 
Deepwoods. His maturing body becomes a signifier of the vitality 
of the Deepwoods: even as it sustains him, it is sustained by him.

Centres in the Edgelands do not promote stasis or even permanence: 
communities exist in dialectic with the danger of the wilderness, of 
the untamed and unexplored landscape. Communities live on the 
edges of their own borders with wild spaces. Similarly, centres do 
not stabilize Twig’s identity; once he gains them, he is constantly 
moving away or out from them. He discovers his own centre before 
he journeys to the centre of the various diverse environments he 
encounters – though he initially moves outwards from his home 
in the Deepwoods, he does not journey to the centre of the forest 
until he returns in the final text of the series. In fact, Twig moves 
outwards and away from every homely space or centre he finds in 
the Deepwoods. He does not take up residence in Sanctaphrax or 
Undertown and even though Riverrise marks the focal point of his 
ultimate quest and is thus a point that offers incredible rejuvenating 
possibilities he does not stay there either. He is always on the move: 
he becomes a kind of nomad within the landscape. He does not 
dwell in the centres he finds or is given access to.

Twig is always drawn towards edges. He is the one who goes 
beyond and comes back. He goes over the edge, over the boundary 
of landscape and into the emptiness it borders on – and he returns. 
In the context of his experience in it and his interaction with it, 
the emptiness beyond the Edge becomes the space in which he 
confirms the functionality of his own identity. The emptiness or the 
void becomes a hugely significant space, charged with potentiality 
and energy. He engages with that emptiness by descending into it, 
by falling. Falling is an abandonment of the self, an uncontrolled 
movement through the landscape or as in this case, out of it. As 
he falls away from the Edge and into seeming nothingness, Twig 
experiences what Campbell describes as “a realisation transcending 
all experiences of form…of the ineluctable void” (190). It is in this 
experience of and in the void that he is reborn, that his identity is 
reformed. If “being is everywhere full [and] nonbeing is nowhere 
at all”(Casey x) then Twig experiences a moment of nonbeing 
when he steps off the earth and falls through the air. If “being 
guarantees place” (x) then the relationship between existence and 
the landscape it occurs in is not only complex but fundamental and 
undeniable. Existence then necessarily involves an engagement 
with the landscape and with Twig’s own destiny.

The only map of the Edgelands Twig ever sees is the landscape 
itself from the perspective of “endless open sky” (Stewart and 
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Riddell 140). He experiences this sensation physically, through his 
body, and its interaction with the Stormchaser; riding the sky ship 
is the ultimate way to experience the landscape of the Edgelands. 
In the Deepwoods it was his childhood dream to “rise up over the 
forest canopy,” to reach the sky, as if “his body had known that this 
was where he belonged” (140). If he belongs in the sky then Twig 
experiences a sense of harmony between mind and body, body and 
soul only when he is in the sky. Flight is a source of meaning within 
the text: flight facilitates revelation, narration, communication and 
moments of harmony and balance. Flight allows Twig to see the 
landscape of the Edgelands from above; to gain perspective. It is 
a method of travel but it is also an existential movement towards 
an exploration of the self; flight transcends the ultimate edge. As 
a sky pirate, Twig moves through open sky, the unknown space 
associated in the culture of his childhood society with death, with 
spiritual release. In flight he engages with the limits of existence in 
the Edgelands even as his body expresses his identity through its 
actions on the various skyships he crews.

The development of Twig’s identity is central to the series. The fact 
that this development takes place within and through his interaction 
with the landscape of the Edgelands means that landscape in 
the series is more than just a site where the action occurs; it is a 
fundamental, dynamic force in the creation of Twig’s identity. By 
negotiating that landscape through breaks, gaps and borders, Twig 
finds himself exploring the void at the centre of his own identity 
and in doing so begins to re-shape it. What becomes crucial during 
these explorations is not only how Twig deals with the boundaries 
he comes to but how he perceives those boundaries and the 
actions they seem to demand from him; surviving in a wild space 
promotes a kind of externalization of the self, an engagement with 
the landscape that involves an expansion of awareness. Through 
exploration and movement across the Edgelands and back, Twig 
experiences equilibrium and transcendence within the landscape. 
Moments of revelation or hierophany are intimately connected 
to the development of his identity and so landscape becomes a 
contributing force in the creation, maintenance and consolidation of 
his selfhood. Identity is revealed and confirmed through interaction 
with the landscape, certain environments become repositories of 
identity, of emotional connection. Landscape is vital: it supports 
life. 

In order to engage with the questions regarding selfhood, body, 
and narrative which make up the very core of The Edge Chronicles 
it becomes necessary to do what Twig does; to interact with the 
landscape. By privileging the meaning of his journey across, above 
and beyond the Edgelands, a greater and deeper understanding 
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of the phenomenological nature of his connection with the 
environments he finds himself is reached. The Edgelands become a 
carrier of meaning with the texts and it is only by engaging with this 
environment and its function in Twig’s narrative that an insight into 
its contribution to his maturation in the landscape can be achieved; 
an examination of Twig’s developing identity necessarily leads to 
an exploration of the phenomenological nature of his journey.

As this article has shown, the journey motif is a valuable and 
enlightening way of engaging with the concept of landscape in 
children’s literature as a whole. Movement through the landscape 
facilitates exploration, not only of the physical, the geographical 
but of the self. Narrative journeys allow figures in the landscape 
to interact with that landscape even as they articulate or story 
their identities. The self, the narrative journey, and the landscape 
are intimately connected and that connection resonates with 
potentiality, with creative energy. Utilizing the energy of this 
symbiotic relationship and applying it to the way in which 
landscape functions in children’s literature as a whole deepens our 
engagement with the developmental possibilities of narrative and 
identity. Examining the phenomenological nature of journeys in 
children’s literature and the way in which landscape influences the 
development of identity imbues our engagement with texts with 
the dynamism of movement through that landscape. This article 
demonstrates how the journey is both a narrative motif which 
structures texts and a critical approach: a metaphor for the ways in 
which we access and engage with a storied landscape. Following 
a path or embarking on a journey through the landscape of a text 
means engaging and interacting with that text on a fundamental 
and deeply meaningful level. We journey out of childhood and 
into adulthood; identity develops as that journey progresses, as we 
engage with the world around us, with the landscape of our lives. 
Examining children’s literature in terms of the journeys which take 
place within it allows us to interrogate the way in which landscape 
influences the narration of the self and the development of identity. 
This is because landscape and identity are connected. The narrative 
journey facilitates that connection by allowing the body and the 
self to engage with the landscape, to cultivate an organic harmony 
between the physical, and the emotional which allows personal 
identity to develop. By treating our engagement with texts 
canonical children’s literature as a journey, as a movement through 
the landscape of the text towards a goal or meaning, we gain access 
to the relationship between narrative, landscape, and identity.
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