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  Context


  Katherine Paterson was born in China in 1932, the daughter of Christian missionaries. However, her parents were very liberal Christians, dedicated to educating others about the faith rather than forcing others to believe. This philosophy was doubtless imprinted on Katherine as well, and it is demonstrated in her treatment of faith in Bridge to Terabithia.


  The Paterson family left China during World War II, when the Japanese invaded Manchuria, and returned to the U.S. The Paterson family didn't stay in one place for very long throughout this World War II period; instead, they moved to various towns in North Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia, finally settling in Winchester, Virginia—a rural area quite similar to the setting of Bridge to Terabithia. It was in Virginia that Paterson learned English. Although she had always been a voracious reader, this transition to a new language was difficult for her, but the benefits were great.


  Soon after that, Paterson began to attend King College in Bristol, Tennessee, studying literature. By now, Paterson had developed a dream of becoming a missionary, and it was this desire to educate and enlighten, perhaps, that led her to spend a year teaching sixth grade in Lovettsville, Virginia, where she says "almost all the students were like Jesse Aarons." After this year teaching, she undertook graduate studies in Richmond, studying the Bible and Christian education.


  After she had completed graduate school, she moved to Japan. She had always wanted to go back to China, but it had never been feasible, and a friend suggested that she might want to learn about Japanese culture. At first she was nervous about this, seeing the Japanese only as the enemy during World War II, but eventually she set aside her misgivings and went. She came to love it there, and it figures heavily in her early books. She would have stayed there except that she met and fell in love with the Reverend John Paterson, a Presbyterian minister. They were married in 1962, and together they moved to New York.


  Over the years, they had four children, two adopted and two biological. It was in these years as well that Paterson became seriously dedicated to becoming a writer. However, she met with very little success at first, writing prolifically and getting hardly anything published. Finally, a friend, taking pity on her efforts, invited Paterson to join her in a creative writing class she was taking. The novel she wrote in the class, The Sign of the Chrysanthemum, a Japanese fairy tale, was published in 1974.


  In 1977, a tragedy occurred which is the basis for the novel Bridge to Terabithia. Her son David, then eight years old, had become inseparable friends with a little girl named Lisa Hill. Paterson had wondered about the implications of this cross-gender friendship, and felt a little uneasy about the unusual bond between them. Then Lisa was struck by lightning on the beach and was killed. David was understandably devastated, and Paterson grieved as well, understanding now how unimportant her fears had been. As a way of helping them both work through their grief, she wrote Bridge to Terabithia, which won the Newbery Award in 1978.


  Bridge to Terabithia is actually part of an ongoing censorship battle in many areas around the country. Critics cite the use of profanity in the book, but in fact the profanity is mild and infrequent: in dialogue some of the characters might use the words "damn" and "hell," but it is certainly not particularly pervasive. Clearly, the critics are angered for other reasons that they are more reluctant to aim, and general surmise attributes their complaints to the treatment of religion in the book. Leslie's family is liberal politically and do not attend church, whereas Jess's family only attends church at Easter. Religion is certainly not portrayed in a negative light in the book, but true to Paterson's upbringing, faith is shown to be fulfilling when divested of the strict, unforgiving dogma of the organized church. The ending, which reaffirms that God does not send good people to hell, essentially, is probably the reason that right-wing conservatives have come down on the book so strongly.


  Katherine Paterson has always advocated the need for contemporary, realistic children's fiction, eschewing fluff and mindless entertainment. All of her books challenge the conventional boundaries of acceptable themes for children's literature, taking on such topics as the death of a loved one (Bridge To Terabithia,Flip-Flop Girl), the tribulations of foster children (The Great Gilly Hopkins, which was written out of her own brief, unsatisfactory experience as a foster mother), governmental persecution (Rebels Of The Heavenly Kingdom), and the historical exploitation of young workers (Lyddie).


  Plot Overview


  Jess Aarons is an eleven-year-old boy living in a rural area of the South who loves to run. He dreams of being the fastest boy in the fifth grade when school starts up in the fall, feeling that this will for once give him a chance to stand in the spotlight among his five sisters, and might win him the attention of his preoccupied father. Jess is quite insecure in his identity. He loves to paint and draw, but he knows very well that this labels him a "sissy" in the eyes of most of the world, particularly his father. In addition, his family is stretched so tight by poverty that he has little chance to really explore his own identity during this crucial period of adolescence. He has therefore built up the importance of winning in his mind, feeling that here, at least, is something that he is good at which won't win him an undesired label of "sissy" or "girl" in the eyes of his father or schoolmates, and which will allow him to shine in his own right. He practices each morning, always dreaming of his upcoming victory. However, when the races come around at recess, a new girl, Leslie Burke, who just moved next door to Jess, boldly crosses to the boys' side of the playground and beats everyone.


  A rather unpromising beginning, but Jess and Leslie become fast friends. They build a secret fantasyland across the creek in the woods, called Terabithia, where they play all the time. There they forget the rest of the world, such as the kids at school or Jess's less-than-satisfactory family. The time they spend in Terabithia, in fact, seems to strengthen them for these trials of everyday life: it is there that they map out a plan of revenge on the school bully when she steals May Belle's Twinkies, and it is there that they discuss Jess's feelings of insecurity when Leslie begins to draw closer to her father. Leslie also introduces Jess to the world of imagination and creativity, telling him the stories of such classics of literature as Moby Dick and Hamlet. All this also strengthens Jess's artistic talent and ability, as Leslie supports his ambition and, through the stories she tells, provides him with great subject matter. But much of the time they play wonderful games of their own invention—defeating intruders on Terabithian territory, praying to the Spirits of the Grove to end a long spell of rain, and numerous other fantasies.


  However, Jess and Leslie's friendship, though centered in Terabithia, is not limited to Terabithia. They see each other at school, where they take a good deal of ribbing for their cross-gender friendship, but by now that sort of teasing has lost the power to hurt Jess, and Leslie has never been particularly bothered by what others think. At home, they celebrate holidays together, such as Christmas, when Jess gives Leslie a puppy and she gives him an expensive art set to develop his artistic talent, and Easter, when Leslie goes to church for the first time with Jess. Leslie is impressed by the beauty of the story of Christ. Jess and his little sister May Belle, cowed by negative and unforgiving religious training, are convinced that nonbelievers such as Leslie are doomed to hell, and find the whole experience disturbing. Nevertheless, Jess and Leslie remain the best of friends, and Jess finds a purpose in his life through Leslie's company that he's never had before.


  One day the music teacher at school, Miss Edmunds, whom Jess has long had a crush on, invites him to spend a day with her touring the art galleries in Washington. This trip does much to expand his mind and make him feel as if he is special, a feeling he has previously only had in Leslie's company. Jess has a perfect day, but when he gets home he is told that Leslie drowned in the creek that morning trying to swing into Terabithia on the rope that they used for that purpose. Jess is completely devastated and goes through the stages of grief—denial, anger, fear, and sorrow—all incredibly painful to suffer and, indeed, to read about. Initially, he does not see how he is to go on initially. Leslie has raised him to new heights as the king of Terabithia, and now he feels that without her, he has no choice but to revert to the old Jess, plagued by fear and insecurity. However, eventually he realizes that he can only keep Leslie's memory, and his own newfound sense of self, alive by continuing the fantasy of Terabithia. He brings his little sister May Belle there and makes her its new queen, assuring that a part of Leslie will live on as well.


  Character List


  
    Jesse Oliver Aarons, Jr. - The main character and protagonist of the novel. Jess is a fifth-grader living in a rural Southern area. He is lonely and lost in the middle of a family of four girls when Leslie Burke moves in next door. Leslie and Jess become best friends, and the novel centers on their friendship. Jess is a budding artist whose talent receives little praise from anyone except Leslie and Miss Edmunds. Yet he is quite talented, as well as intelligent, caring, and down- to-earth. A thoroughly likable character, we are quickly drawn into his world and his personal tribulations.

  


  
    Leslie Burke - Jess's new next-door neighbor and best friend. Highly intelligent and imaginative, it is her idea to build a fantasyland named Terabithia across the creek. Leslie's family is affluent and well educated, in stark contrast with the rest of the residents in the area, and has an entirely different slant on life than any of the neighbors. All this influences Leslie as well and helps to develop her uniqueness and distinct flair.

  


  
    Mrs. Aarons - Jess's mother. Mrs. Aarons is tired and careworn with the stresses of trying to support a family of seven on a poor family's income. She always seems to be hounding Jess to do chores or milk the cow, but her shortness of temper is merely a result of overwork. After Leslie's death, she shows herself to be a caring mother torn apart by her son's pain. Nevertheless, under normal circumstances she does not help to make Jess's home life inviting or comfortable.

  


  
    Mr. Aarons - Jess's father. Mr. Aarons is likewise harried by the concerns of being the sole breadwinner for a large family. He rarely has time for Jess, which is hard on the boy. He wants to do the right thing by his son, but he isn't quite sure how; the irony is that all he would really need to do would be to sit down with Jess, ruffle his hair, and talk with him about his day, but he doesn't seem to understand this. He expects Jess to be a "man," a source of considerable heartache and soul-searching on the part of Jess, whose passions lie elsewhere than playing football and driving big trucks. However, he is concerned with his son's welfare and wants nothing but the best for him, as is evidenced in his treatment of Jess after Leslie's death.

  


  
    Ellie - Jess's oldest sister. Her age is never given directly, but we can guess that she's about fifteen or sixteen. Ellie is thoroughly spoiled, much like Brenda, the difference between them is that Ellie has mastered the art of sycophancy, and consequently leaves a much better taste in most people's mouths. Vain, conceited, and shallow, Ellie continually annoys Jess.
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