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WHEN WAS PETER
PAN WRITTEN?
UNCOVERING THE
TRUE ORIGINS OF
THE BOY WHO
WOULDN'T GROW
UP

The story of Peter Pan,
the  mischievous  boy
who  can  fly  and  never
g r o w s  u p ,  h a s
captivated  audiences
for over a century. But
the  question  "When
w a s  P e t e r  P a n
written?"  does  not
have  a  single,  simple
answer.  The  beloved
character  first

appeared  in  earlier
works  by  Scott ish
playwright and novelist
J.M.  Barrie,  and  the
story  evolved  over
several  years  through
different  formats.
Understanding  the
timeline of Peter Pan's
creat ion  reveals  a
fascinating  journey
from a minor character
in a novel for adults to
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
celebrated  children's
stor ies  in  l i terary
history.
This  article  explores
t h e  c o m p l e t e
chronology  of  Peter
Pan's creation, from his
first  appearance  in
Barrie's  1902  novel
The Little White Bird to
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the  landmark  1904
stage  play,  and  finally
the  novelization  that
most  readers  know
today.  By  examining
when Peter Pan was
written  in each of its
forms, we gain deeper
insight  into  Barrie's
creative  process  and
the cultural forces that
shaped  this  timeless
tale.

THE EARLIEST
TRACES: PETER
PAN'S FIRST
APPEARANCE
(1902)

Before  Peter  Pan  had
h i s  own  s to ry ,  he
existed  as  a  minor
figure  in  an  adult
novel.  The  very  first
t i m e  P e t e r  P a n
appeared in  print  was
in  1902 ,  when  J.M.
Barrie  published  The
Little  White  Bird.  This
novel, written for adult
readers ,  inc ludes
several  chapters  that

introduce  a  character
named  Peter  Pan ,
described as a  seven-
day-old  infant  who
escapes  his  nursery
and flies  to  Kensington
Gardens,  where  he
lives among the fairies
and birds.
In these early chapters,
w h i c h  l a t e r  w e r e
published  separately
a s  P e t e r  P a n  i n
Kensington  Gardens
(1906), Peter is not yet
the fully formed hero of
Neverland. He is a half-
human ,  ha l f - b i rd
creature  who  retains
his  baby  nature  and
cannot  fly,  instead
relying  on  birds  to
carry  him.  This  early
version of Peter Pan is
notably  different  from
the  cha rac te r  we
recognize  today,  but
the kernel of the idea
was already present in
1902, when Barrie first
w r o t e  h i m  i n t o
existence.
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The Real-
Life
Inspiratio
n Behind
the
Character
To  fully  appreciate
when Peter Pan was
written,  it  helps  to
understand the real-life
i n s p i r a t i o n  t h a t
s p a r k e d  B a r r i e ' s
imagination. Barrie was
close  friends  with  the
Llewelyn Davies family,
a n d  h e  o f t e n
entertained  the  five
boys  with  fantastical
stories  about  pirates,
fairies,  and  a  flying
boy.  The boys'  names
were  George,  Jack,
Peter,  Michael,  and
Nico.  I t  was  Peter

Llewelyn Davies who
directly  inspired  the
name of the character.
The  games  Bar r ie
played with the boys in
Kensington  Gardens,
and the stories he told
t h e m ,  g r a d u a l l y
e v o l v e d  i n t o  t h e
narrative  that  would
become Peter Pan. The
themes  of  eternal
childhood,  adventure,
and the fear of growing
up  reflected  Barrie's
own  complex  feelings
about  adulthood  and
m o r t a l i t y .  W h e n
consider ing  when
P e t e r  P a n  w a s
written, it is essential
to  recognize  that  the
story  emerged  not
from a single moment
of inspiration, but from
y e a r s  o f  p l a y f u l
storytelling  with  real
children.

THE LANDMARK
STAGE PLAY:
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PETER PAN
PREMIERES (1904)

The  most  significant
milestone in answering
the  question  "When
w a s  P e t e r  P a n
wr i t ten?"  i s  t h e
premiere  of  the stage
play. J.M. Barrie wrote
the play Peter Pan, or
The Boy Who Wouldn't
Grow Up specifically for
t h e  s t a g e ,  a n d  i t
opened  in  London  on
December 27, 1904,
at  the  Duke  of  York's
T h e a t r e .  T h i s
production  was  an
immediate  sensation,
introducing  audiences
to the fully  developed
world  of  Neverland,
complete  with  the
Darling family, Captain
Hook,  Tinker  Bell,  the
Lost  Boys,  and  the
crocodi le  with  the
ticking  clock.
The 1904 play was the
first  time  the  story  of
P e t e r  P a n  w a s

p r e s e n t e d  a s  a
c o m p l e t e ,  s e l f -
contained  narrative.
Barrie had, in essence,
been  wr i t i ng  and
refining  Peter  Pan  for
years  through  h is
interactions  with  the
Llewelyn  Davies  boys,
but  the  play  marked
the moment when the
story  was  formally
committed  to  a  script
and  shared  with  the
public.  The  premiere
featured  actress  Nina
Boucicault  as  Peter
P a n ,  a s  i t  w a s
traditional  at  the time
for young male roles to
be played by women in
British theatre.

The
Play's
Evolution
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During
Rehearsal

s
Understanding  when
P e t e r  P a n  w a s
written  also  requires
acknowledging that the
p l a y  c h a n g e d
significantly  during
rehearsals.  Barrie  was
famously hands-on and
continued to revise the
scr ipt  even  as  the
production took shape.
Scenes  were  added,
cut,  and  rewritten  up
until  the  final  dress
r e h e a r s a l .  T h e
character  of  Captain
Hook, for instance, was
developed later in the
writing  process,  and
the  icon ic  t i ck ing
c r o c o d i l e  w a s
introduced as a comic
a n d  s u s p e n s e f u l
device.

The play was published
in book form in 1928,
when Barrie released a
definitive  script.  This
publ ished  vers ion
i n c l u d e d  s t a g e
directions  and  notes
tha t  g i ve  modern
readers a rich sense of
h o w  t h e  o r i g i n a l
production looked and
felt. So, while the play
first  existed  as  a
performance  in  1904,
t h e  t e x t  w a s  n o t
finalized  until  much
later.  This  layered
timeline  is  why  the
question  "When  was
Peter  Pan  written?"
has  mult ip le  val id
answers depending on
which  version  of  the
story one refers to.

THE
NOVELIZATION:
PETER AND WENDY
(1911)

For many readers, the
definitive  answer  to
"When  was  Peter
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Pan  wr itten?"  i s
1911. This is the year
Barrie  published  the
n o v e l  P e t e r  a n d
Wendy, which adapted
the  stage  play  into
prose form. The novel
was  first  serialized  in
The  Lad ies '  Home
Journal from August to
November 1911 under
the title Peter Pan, and
then  published  as  a
complete  book  later
that  same  year.
Peter and Wendy is the
source  of  the  familiar
narrative  that  most
people  know  today.
Barrie  expanded  upon
t h e  p l a y ,  a d d i n g
descriptive  passages,
interior  thoughts,  and
additional  details  that
could not be conveyed
on  stage.  The  novel
g a v e  t h e  s t o r y  a
permanence and reach
far beyond the theatre,
ensuring that Peter Pan
would become a global
phenomenon.  When

people  ask  "When
w a s  P e t e r  P a n
written?"  and  expect
the  answer  to  be  a
single  year,  1911  is
u s u a l l y  t h e  m o s t
accurate  response  for
the full novel.

Differenc
es
Between
the Play
and the
Novel
Comparing  the  1904
play  and  the  1911
n o v e l  r e v e a l s
interesting  differences
that  reflect  Barrie's
evolving  vision.  The
novel includes a more
detai led  pro logue
about  the  Dar l ing
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household  and  the
origins of the nursery.
It  also  offers  deeper
psychological  insight
into  characters  like
M r s .  D a r l i n g  a n d
Captain  Hook.  The
famous  l ine  about
d e a t h  b e i n g  " a n
awfully big adventure"
appears  in  the  novel,
as  does  much  of  the
wistful,  bittersweet
tone that characterizes
Barrie's mature writing.
The  novel  was  later
republished  as  Peter
Pan  and  has  never
been out of print. This
widespread  availability
is  why  1911  is  the
most  commonly  cited
date  when  someone
a s k s  "When  was
Peter  Pan  written?"
However,  purists  note
that  the  novel  is  an
adaptation of the play,
not the original source,
so  the  true  birth  of
P e t e r  P a n  a s  a
complete story was in

the theatre.

OTHER NOTABLE
PUBLICATIONS IN
THE PETER PAN
TIMELINE

To  fully  answer  the
question  "When  was
Peter Pan written?",
it is helpful to consider
severa l  o ther  key
pub l i ca t ions  that
shaped the character's
literary legacy.

1906: Peter Pan
in Kensington
Gardens – This
book extracted
the Peter Pan
chapters from
The Little White
Bird and
published them
separately with
illustrations by
Arthur Rackham.
This cemented
Peter's
association with
Kensington
Gardens in the



8

8 When Was Peter Pan Written 2026-02-08

public
imagination.
1907: The Peter
Pan Picture Book
– An illustrated
adaptation of the
play by Daniel
O'Connor,
authorized by
Barrie, which
introduced the
story to very
young readers.
1928: Peter Pan,
or The Boy Who
Wouldn't Grow
Up – The first
official
publication of the
play script,
complete with
Barrie's detailed
stage directions
and a preface.
1929: Barrie
donated the
copyright of
Peter Pan to
Great Ormond
Street Hospital,
ensuring that all
royalties from

the story would
support
children's
healthcare. This
act has kept the
story legally and
philanthropically
unique.

E a c h  o f  t h e s e
publications represents
a  different  answer  to
"When  was  Peter
P a n  w r i t t e n ? " ,
depending  on  which
text  one  considers
authoritative.

THE HISTORICAL
AND CULTURAL
CONTEXT OF
PETER PAN'S
CREATION

Understanding  when
P e t e r  P a n  w a s
written  also  means
understanding  the
world  in  which  J.M.
Barrie  lived.  The  late
V i c t o r i a n  a n d
Edwardian  eras  were
marked by strict social
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conventions,  rapid
industrialization, and a
growing anxiety about
the  loss  of  childhood
innocence.  Barrie's
own life was shadowed
by  the  death  of  his
older brother David in
a  skating  accident
when  Barrie  was  just
six  years  old.  David
was  h i s  mo the r ' s
favorite,  and  Barrie
spent  much  o f  h is
childhood  trying  to
comfort her and fill the
void.  This  personal
history  infuses  Peter
Pan  with  themes  of
loss, memory, and the
desire to freeze time.
The  early  1900s  also
saw  a  flourishing  of
children's  literature as
a  d i s t i n c t  g e n r e .
Authors  l ike  Lewis
Carroll,  Beatrix  Potter,
and Kenneth Grahame
were  creating  works
t h a t  c e l e b r a t e d
i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d
childhood.  Barrie's

Peter  Pan  fits  squarely
within this golden age
of children's literature,
yet it stands apart for
i t s  w i l l i ngness  to
address darker themes
like  death,  jealousy,
a n d  t h e  p a i n  o f
growing up.  When we
ask "When was Peter
Pan written?", we are
also  asking  about  the
cultural  moment  that
made  such  a  story
resonate so deeply.

The
Edwardia
n
Fascinati
on with
Childhood
The  Edwardian  era
(1901-1910)  was  a
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time  when  childhood
was  i nc reas ing l y
idealized  as  a  pure,
separate  realm  from
adult  l ife.  The  play
premiered  in  1904,
just four years after the
d e a t h  o f  Q u e e n
Victoria  and  the  start
of  a  new  century  filled
with  both  optimism
and uncertainty.  Peter
Pan's  refusal  to  grow
u p  c a p t u r e d  t h e
anxieties of an era that
was  simultaneously
r u s h i n g  t o w a r d
m o d e r n i t y  a n d
nostalgic for a simpler
past.
B a r r i e ' s  o w n
ambivalence  about
adulthood  is  evident
throughout  the  story.
The  adult  characters,
like  Mr.  Darling  and
Captain  Hook,  are
portrayed  as  either
foolish  or  threatening,
while  the children are
resourceful, brave, and
imaginative. Yet Barrie

does  no t  en t i re ly
romanticize  childhood:
the  Los t  Boys  a re
lonely,  Tinker  Bell  is
jealous  and  spiteful,
and even Peter himself
i s  e m o t i o n a l l y
detached and forgetful.
This complexity is part
of  what  has  kept  the
story  alive  for  over  a
century.

THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF PETER
PAN

Since  the  question
"When  was  Peter
Pan  written?"  points
to  a  creative  process
spanning from 1902 to
1928, it  is  remarkable
that  the  story  has
remained so vital. The
c h a r a c t e r  h a s
appeared  in  countless
adaptations,  including
D i s n e y ' s  1 9 5 3
animated  film,  stage
musicals,  live-action
films,  and  even  dark
reinterpretations  like
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Hook  (1991)  and  Pan
( 2 0 1 5 ) .  E a c h
generation  rediscovers
Peter  Pan  and  finds
new  meaning  in  the
story.
The enduring appeal of
Peter  Pan  lies  in  its
universal  themes.  The
d e s i r e  t o  r e m a i n
young,  the  fear  of
responsibility, the thrill
of  adventure,  and the
bittersweet inevitability
o f  g rowing  up  are
emotions that resonate
w i th  r eade r s  and
audiences  of  all  ages.
When  we  ask  "When
w a s  P e t e r  P a n
written?" ,  we  are
really asking when this
timeless exploration of
the  human  condition
first  took  shape.  The
answer,  as  we  have
seen,  is  not  a  single
year  but  a  period  of
creative  germination
and  refinement  that
spanned the first  three

d e c a d e s  o f  t h e
twentieth  century.

CONCLUSION: THE
MANY BIRTHDAYS
OF PETER PAN

So,  when was Peter
Pan  written?  The
most honest answer is
that  Peter  Pan  was
written multiple times,
over  many  years,  in
different  forms  for
different audiences. He
first  appeared  in  1902
as a minor character in
The  Little  White  Bird.
He took the stage as a
full-fledged  hero  in
1 9 0 4  w i t h  t h e
premiere  of  the  play
Peter Pan, or The Boy
Who  Wouldn't  Grow
U p .  H e  b e c a m e  a
beloved  literary  figure
in 1911 with the novel
Peter and Wendy. And
his  story  was  finalized
as a published play in
1928.


