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A Study on the Relationship between the Children’s
Characters and Their Imaginary Companions

In the Selected Picture Books

Hsu-Hsiao-Hsuan
The Graduate Institute of Children’s Literature

National Tai-tung University

Abstract

This study investigated the relationship between the children’s characters and
their imaginary companions in the selected picture books, and how it was presented
by different techniques. Eleven picture books were chosen as texts according to the
definition regarding imaginary companions proposed by Major Taylor and Tracy R
Gleason. The method of close reading was adopted to analyze and compare the
images and words in the texts; besides, empirical studies and discourses on children’s
psychology, imagery, and social development were reference resources. In so doing
this study revealed the relationship between the children’s characters and their
imaginary companions showed in the texts.

The focuses of the analysis consisted of: to clarify the features of the imaginary
companions and their abilities and the process of how the children’s characters have
developed relationship with their imaginary companions; to explain how gender and
needs of the children’s characters affected their relationship with the imaginary
companions; and to discuss how the surrounding elements (including toys, adults, and
peers), children’s characters, and imaginary companions affected each other.

The findings showed that most of the relationship between the children’s
characters and their imaginary companions in the texts matched with children’s real

life experience shown in the empirical studies. This might increase children readers’

il



identification with the texts. However, in terms of the reasons why the children
characters made up their imaginary companions and the plots showing how their peers
and parents reacted to them greatly differed from the findings in the empirical studies.
The authors of the texts emphasized that the children’s characters might have
imaginary companions because they felt lonely, and that the parents held a negative
attitude toward it; this arrangement might be set to create plot tension and to mold the
close relationship between the children’s characters and their imaginary companions,
but it also showed stereotypes toward this kind of theme easily.

According to the empirical studies and related theoretical discourses, imaginary
companions exist for many reasons. Therefore, an author should observe children’s
needs for imaginary companions from different aspects before forming a story and
then using different angles of thinking to present this kind of theme. In so doing, it
would enrich the contents of imaginary companions shown in the current publication.
Meanwhile, when applying this kind of books to educating and discussing upbringing
ideas, readers should pay attention and judge the messages in the texts, avoiding

making any stereotypes toward imaginary companions.

Key words: children’s psychology, children’s play, imaginary companions,

imagination
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% Strauss, Gwen & Browne, Anthony. The Night Shimmy, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003.

The Night Shimmy, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003.F{*¥ : She didn’t care that Eric was quiet. She
didn’t ask him silly question, or try to make him talk, or call him “Dumb Eric”. Even the Night
Shimmy didn’t have to say a word.
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% Taylor, Marjorie. Imaginary Companions and Children Who Create Them. p.129./51% : If the
imaginary companion was created primarily to serve a particular need, then it makes sense that the
imaginary companion would disappear when the need is satisfied.

o [ﬁjf%ﬁ »F1 77 R 1 ---we will see how the imaginary companions and enemies fade away at about

the same time that the fear dissolves, witch means that the child who has overcome his tiger in his play
has learned to master his fear.
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2 Taylor Marjorie. Imaginary Companions and Children Who Create Them. p.130.
[ v 165 -
94 [ﬂ th F1 130 © /Rt : Thus, an imaginary is not always a pale substitute for the real thing.
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% Taylor, Marjorie. Imaginary Companions and Children Who Create Them.p.74. (< £ : ...the child
tries out his emotions in a protected context, in preparation for the time when he will be held
responsible for his action and will be expected to exercise reasonable control over his feelings.

% Taylor, Marjorie and Shawber, Alison B. With Friends Like These...
http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/greatergood/2008spring/Taylor844.html, 2009/3/23 > 'F1¥ £} : One of
the distinguishing characteristics of children with imaginary companions is their advanced

ability to see the world through someone else's eyes.
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% Taylor, Marjorie. Imaginary Companions and Children Who Create Them. p.73.
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"% Taylor, Marjorie. Imaginary Companions and Children Who Create Them. p. 63. il : Imaginary
companions can also help children cope with psychological needs that are more substantive than a
desire to escape blame or bargain with parents.

101 [FJ B2 F1 85 < R ¢ It a natural medium for self-expression, communication, release of feelings,
and mentally digesting experiences and situations.
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'R £} © When Eric’s father asked, “What would you like for breakfast?””/ the Night Shimmy said,
“Porridge, please, with loads of milk and honey.” / Just the way Eric liked it best.
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