
Elizabeth Hale, "Entry on: The Shadow Guests by Joan Aiken ", peer-reviewed by Lisa Maurice and Elżbieta Olechowska. Our Mythical
Childhood Survey (Warsaw: University of Warsaw, 2020). Link: http://omc.obta.al.uw.edu.pl/myth-survey/item/1094. Entry version as
of May 06, 2024.

1

This Project has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) under the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme under grant agreement No 681202, Our
Mythical Childhood... The Reception of Classical Antiquity in Children’s and Young Adults’ Culture in
Response to Regional and Global Challenges, ERC Consolidator Grant (2016–2021), led by Prof.
Katarzyna Marciniak, Faculty of “Artes Liberales” of the University of Warsaw.

Joan Aiken

The Shadow Guests

United Kingdom (1980)

TAGS: Gladiators Roman Britain

We are still trying to obtain
permission for posting the
original cover.
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Original Language English

First Edition Date 1980

First Edition Details Joan Aiken, The Shadow Guests. London: Jonathan Cape, 1980, 170
pp.

ISBN 0224017977

Genre Novels

Target Audience Young adults (12–16)

Author of the Entry Elizabeth Hale, University of New England, ehale@une.edu.au
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Creators

Portrait of Joan Aiken.
Retrieved from
Wikipedia, public domain
(accessed: January 25,
2022).

Joan Aiken , 1924 - 2004
(Author)

Joan Delano Aiken was a major writer of children’s literature, ghost
stories, Regency romances, and literary adaptations of the works of
Jane Austen.  Born in 1924, in Rye, Sussex, she was the daughter of
Conrad Aiken, an American poet, and Jessie MacDonald, a Master’s
graduate  from  Radcliffe  College  in  Cambridge,  Massachusetts.  Her
parents divorce in 1929, and Jessie remarried (to the English writer
Martin Armstrong). Aiken was taught at home by her mother until she
turned twelve,  then studied at  Wychwood School  for  girls  in  North
Oxford.  

Aiken wrote stories from an early age, and had her first short story for
adults published when she was seventeen. She worked for the United
Nations  Information  Centre  in  London,  and married  Ronald  George
Brown, a journalist. They had two children, before he died in 1955.
After his death, she worked in an editorial  capacity for the journal
Argosy and started publishing short stories there and in other journals.
She  published  collections  of  children’s  short  stories,  and  then
embarked on a novel named The Wolves of Willoughby Chase (1962),
which was the first of the Wolves series of 12 historical romances, set
in an alternative period of British history (the speculative reign of King
James III, otherwise known as the ‘Old Pretender’), featuring characters
such  as  the  plucky  Dido  Twite,  who  travels  around  the  world
encountering  adventures.  These  stories  feature  exciting  plots,  and
many  elements  of  Dickensian  fiction  (disinherited  orphans,  wicked
governesses, plotters, usurpers, the very wealthy and the very poor).
Other series include Arabel and Mortimer (1972-1995) a series of comic
adventures featuring a girl named Arabel and her pet raven Mortimer.
The Armitage stories feature the Armitage family, which is prone to
mystical events occurring, usually on a Monday. Aiken also wrote for
adults, including a series of novels inspired by minor characters from
the works of Jane Austen (1984-2000). Overall, Aiken wrote more than
100 novels and stories.

In 1976, Aiken married the American artist and teacher, Julius Epstein.
They divided their time between her home in Petworth, Sussex, and
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New York.  She died in 2004.    

Sources:

en.wikipedia.org (accessed: July 23, 2020);

britannica.com (accessed: July 23, 2020);

"Aiken, Joan 1924–2004", Contemporary Authors, New Revision Series,
edited by Mary Ruby, vol. 238, Gale, 2012, 19–26. (accessed: July 23,
2020).

Bio prepared by Elizabeth Hale, University of New England,
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Additional information

Summary Following the death of his mother and brother in the outback, Cosmo
Curtoys is sent to Oxford from Australia, to live with his aunt, Eunice
Doom,  a  Professor  of  Mathematics.  During the week he attends  a
boarding school in Oxford; at weekends, he returns with Eunice to the
family home at Curtoys Mill. He learns that his family is cursed. In the
days of the Roman occupation of Britain, a Roman soldier killed the son
of a priestess of a British forest deity, for neglecting the worship of
Mithras, and killed the boy’s mother when she came to his defence.
Her mother (and the boy’s grandmother) cursed the Roman soldier:
every  generation  hence  would  lose  its  first-born  son  in  warfare  or
fighting,  and  his  mother  not  long  after.   

Eunice explains that Cosmo’s father had moved his family to Australia
in  an  effort  to  outrun  the  curse.  However,  after  consulting  a  local
Aboriginal  elder  who confirmed that  the curse would still  be in  effect,
Cosmo’s mother and his brother, Mark, made the decision to break the
line of the curse, by walking out into the desert and dying on their own
terms.

As Cosmo grapples with this knowledge, and with his own grief, he
finds that  Curtoys mill  is  haunted.  He meets  several  ‘shadow guests,’
all older sons who would have been killed by the curse. Con, a Roman-
era boy, who gets Cosmo to help him train for battle in the gladiatorial
arena; Sim, who needs help preparing to go to the Middle East on a
Crusade; and 18th-century Osmond, who with his mother, a striga, or
shape-shifting witch, attempted to thwart the curse. While Con and Sim
are benign, Osmond and his mother are not, believing that by killing
Cosmo, they will return to life. Osmond challenges Cosmo to a sword
fight in the old mill; Cosmo is saved by an old coin on a thread around
his neck, but nearly drowns when the floor of the mill gives way. He is
rescued by Eunice’s elderly St Bernard, Lob, who gives his life to save
the boy.

As the tension mounts throughout the novel, Cosmo is attacked by
poltergeists.  He  discusses  temporal  disturbances  and  other
supernatural events with Eunice, a mathematical genius who is open to
the  idea  of  ghosts.  The  novel  concludes  on  a  note  of  resolution:
Cosmo’s presence has both called the ghosts into action, and helped
lay them to rest. His father returns from Australia and settles at the
Mill;  Cosmo looks forward to a new term at  school,  where he has
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initially suffered ostracism but has survived it and made friends.  

Analysis The Shadow Guests  is a ghost story that explores several ideas: of
curses, of love, of loss, of grief and recovery, and of the nature of time
and of the paranormal.  Aiken draws on British history to establish the
ancient curse that is the main problem of the novel: its origins in the
invasion of Britain by Romans is intriguing, suggesting that the novel
has some sensitivity to the complexities of history: who is at the root of
the curse? The old woman who curses the Roman soldier, or the soldier
who has killed her mother and son? Cosmo’s encounters with different
cursed  children  from different  periods  (Con,  Sim,  and  Osmond),  gives
him insight into the impact of the curse, and into the actions of his
mother and brother. These figures draw on the longue durée of British
history, and underscoring the idea of Britain as a land that is imbued
with history, with magic, and with the supernatural. Its Roman history
is part of that extended heritage, as is the pre-Christian curse of the
old  British  woman.  While  the  discussion  of  time  is  not  always
convincing, what is attractive about this novel is the way that adults
and children work together to solve challenges, and the sense of family
unity that is recovered by its conclusion.

Classical, Mythological,
Traditional Motifs,
Characters, and
Concepts

Gladiators Roman Britain

Other Motifs, Figures,
and Concepts Relevant
for Children and Youth
Culture

Abandonment Adversity Family Ghosts Heritage Historical figures
Intellect Magic powers Past Siblings Superstition
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