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HE EXHIBITION “Fables, Fantasies, and Everyday

Things” presents a sampling of children’s books and

related literature illustrated by American artists.
Most of the books have been acquired by the the Whitney
Museum Library to document another aspect of the work of
artists known in the museum world primarily for their paint-
ing, sculpture, photography, or film. Whether undertaken as
an experiment or as the basis for asecond careerin illustration,
the intensely visual medium of the children’s book has in-
spired a rich and varied response. Some artists have chosen to
subvert the conventions of the genre by directing their efforts
to an adult audience, finding imaginative license unavailable
in “adult” literature. This exhibition attempts to capture the
breadth of this tradition over the last century through a selec-
tion of picture books, alphabet books, llustrated fables, folk-
tales, adventure stories and verse, as well as educational books
and others, from the fabulous to the factual.

The late nineteenth century saw an enormous growth
in the market for children’s books that was linked to an explo-
sion of illustrated publications foradults and children alike. So
prevalent was pictorial material during the so-called Golden
Age of Illustration, near the turn of the century, that critics
feared the flood of pictures would infantilize readers by
returning them to a preliterate state. Advances in half-tone
reproduction allowed printers to work directly from paintings
or drawings and provided publishers with a new route to an
audience eager for the classics, the latest novels, or juvenile lit-
erature llustrated by “famous” artists.

The Arts and Crafts Movement was instrumental in
popularizing pre-industrial sources in art and literature. It



also sought a return to handcraft and “the book beautiful,”
which was achieved through the private presses that flour-
ished through the first quarter of this century. For late nine-
teenth-century romantics, the illustrated book was an oppor-
tunity to engage the imagined world of myth, legend, and
storytelling. Early in his career, amidst the thriving illustrat-
ed book trade of Boston in the 18gos, the American Impres-
sionist Childe Hassam created portraits of young people in his-
tory, from “Taia of Thebes” to “Zahra of Bagdad,” for Youth
in Twelve Centuries (1886). A few decades later, Rockwell
Kent’s A Birthday Book was published as asigned, limited edi-
tion by Random House (originally founded in the twenties as
a distributor of fine press books). 4 Birthday Book integrates
Kent’s design and illustrations with a text that he wrote him-
self. It begins: “There was born, not so long ago, a little girl to
whose christening came not one but two fairy godmother a
Good one, and a Bad one....”

More true-to-life strains of juvenile literature were
also common, illustrated by artists accustomed to working in
a reportorial style. The realist painter John Sloan illustrated
Stephen Crane’s Great Battles of the World (190r) for a youth-
ful audience with a taste for Boy’s Life adventure stories. In
creating graphic paraphrases of the texts he was called on to
illustrate, Sloan and others associated with the Ashcan School
made use of their art studio training, which had encouraged
observation of the “significant moment” in contemporary life.
A fellow member of the group, Everett Shinn, was prolificasa
children’s book illustrator. Thomas Hart Benton, the regional
painter of Missouri, illustrated the American classic Huckle-
berry Finn (1942) in his insistent rhythmic style. Grant Wood
celebrated the American rural landscape in Farm on the Hill
(1936), an educational children’s book. The graphic artist
Wanda Gég, although raised in the Midwest, drew on her
immigrant roots and a Central European folk tradition to cre-
ate some of the most beloved children’s books of this century.

Despite their spare, non-representational paintings, a



number of mid-century abstract artists made significant con-
tributions to the field of children’s books. Perhaps their special
humor and resourcefulness were spurred by a search for alter-
natives to conventional picture-making and a new apprecia-
tion of the child’s fresh point of view. Charles G. Shaw’s Iz
Looked Like Spilt Milk (1947) makes a winsome guessing game
for small children out of amorphic forms and liquid variations
in print. In contrast, Ad Reinhardt’s deft, cartoonlike drawings
for the story of a husband defeated by housekeeping in 4 Good
Man and His Good Wife (1944) reveals the graphic facility of
an artist later known for black on black squares. Although
Esphyr Slobodkina set aside pure abstraction to produce clas-
sics in the children’s book field, such as Caps for Sale: An Old
Folk Tale (1947), her books incorporate a discerningly reduc-
tive sense of pattern, color, and geometry.

René d’Harnoncourt, the artist and cultural impres-
sario who later became director of The Museum of Modern Art
in New York, produced what is one of the more visually inven-
tive books of its time. The Hole in the Wall (1931) is the story of
an artist who paints a mural that literally comes to life.
Stepping free of the wall, the artist/subject finds himself
caught in a web of trouble from which only his cunning
artistry can save him.

Early photographic illustration could and did evoke
the fanciful spirit of contemporary graphic illustration
through soft-focus techniques or inspired costuming, as in
Napoleon Sarony’s portraits for Washington Irving’s tale of
Rip Van Winkle, 4 Legend of the Kaatskill Mountains (1870).
But by 1930 a new objectivity prevailed. The first educational
children’s book to be illustrated by photography, T%e First
Picture Book: Everyday Things for Babies by Mary Steichen
Martin (Calderone) and her father, Edward Steichen, is a
landmark in the field. (Originally published in1930, it is now
republished by the Whitney Museum of American Art with a
new afterword by John Updike.) Combining the “straight”
modernist aesthetic of photographer Edward Steichen and



the progressive educational aims of his daughter, the book
includes twenty-four exquisite photographs of “everyday
things” to assist young children in identifying their sur-
roundings. In her preface, Calderone projected a coming era
of children’s books illustrated by photography.

Mary Calderone’s empirically grounded approach to
children’s education emerged from developmental studies
of the 1920s advanced by the Here and Now books of Lucy
Sprague Mitchell. These theories and the publication of T%e
First Picture Book contributed to a wave of photographically
illustrated books for “modern” children. By 1932, Men at Work,
by the child labor reform photographer Lewis W. Hine, met
with a burgeoning new market for photography books for both
adults and children. In the past sixty years, photography has
become increasingly identified with an adult audience while
graphicillustration still predominates in children’s books and
fantasy literature. Nevertheless, a significant number of pho-
tographically illustrated children’s books continues to appeal
to a young audience.

Artists have adapted and interpreted the different
forms and genres of the children’s book in a variety of ways.
The alphabet book found Surrealist variations in Joseph Cor-
nell’s cover for 4BC’s (1940) and in Man Ray’s Alphabet for
Adults (1948). An interesting and little-known alphabet book,
The Cubies’ ABC (1913) seems to have been conceived—or
“incubated,” as the title puns—to tweak the pretensions of
Cubism and the modernist message of The American As-
sociation of Painters and Sculptors. The Book begins: “A is for
Artin the Cubies domain—(Not the Artof the Ancients, brand
new are the Cubies.) Archipenko’s their guide, Anatomics
their bain....” Andy Warhol’s Index (Book) of 1967 incorporated
the “pop-up” to bring the popular imagery and the output of
his studio, The Factory, into high relief. Artists have repre-
sented the animal personages and moral content of Aesop’s
Fablesin distinct guises: whether in the playful animations of
Alexander Calder, with etchings resembling his wire-sculp-
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