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FABLES, FANTASIES,
AND EVERYDAY THINGS

he exhibition FABLES, FANTASIES, AND EVERYDAY THINGS presents a sam-

pling 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 painting, sculpture, photography, or film. Whether undertaken as an experi-
ment or as the basis for a second career in illustration, the intensely visual medium of
the children’s book has inspired a rich and varied response. Some artists have chosen to
subvert the conventions of the genre by directing their efforts to an adult audience, find-
ing imaginative license unavailable in “adult” literature. This exhibition attempts to cap-
ture the breadth of this tradition over the last century through a selection of picture
books, alphabet books, illustrated fables, folktales, adventure stories and verse, as well
as educational books and others, from the fabulous to the factual.

The nineteenth century saw an enormous growth in the market for children’s
books that was linked to an explosion of illustrated publications for adults and children
alike. (So prevalent was pictorial material during the so-called Golden Age of Illustra-
tion, near the turn of the century, that some critics feared the flood of pictures would
infantilize readers by returning them to a preliterate state.) Advances in half-tone repro-
duction allowed printers to work directly from paintings or drawings and provided pub-

lishers with a new route to an audience eager for the classics, the latest novels, or



juvenile literature illustrated by “famous™ artists.

Many nineteenth-century painters began their careers as illustrators and contin-

ued to move freely between “fine™ and applied art. A year after ending his apprenticeship
as a commercial lithographer at the age of twenty-one, Winslow Homer illustrated three
books for children, of which his EvExtruL HisToRrY OF THREE LITTLE MICE: AND

How THEY BEcaAME BLIND (1858) is best known. Rosina Emmett, a portrait painter and
one of William Merritt Chase’s first pupils. created an early coloring book, THE
PRETTY-PEGGY PAINTING BOOK (1880). offering her readers “a book of outlines for
painting, which shall be simple enough for children and beginners, and yet really artistic
and instructive, and which may prove a stepping stone toward more elaborate work.”
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 beauti-
ful,” which was achieved through the private presses that flourished through the first
quarter of this century. For late nineteenth century romantics, the illustrated book was
an opportunity to engage the imagined world of myth, legend, and storytelling. Early in
his career, amidst the thriving illustrated book trade of Boston in the 1890s, the
American Impressionist Childe Hassam created portraits of young people in history,
from “Taia of Thebes” to “Zahra of Bagdad” for YoutrH IN TWELVE CENTURIES (1886).
A few decades later, Rockwell Kent’s A BIRTHDAY BoOK (1931) was published as a
signed, limited edition by Random House (which was originally founded in the twenties
as a distributor of fine press books). A BIRTHDAY Booxk integrates Kent’s design and
illustrations with a text that he wrote himself. It begins: “There was born, not so long

ago, a little girl to whose christening came not one but two fairy godmothers: 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 illus-
trated Stephen Crane’s GREAT BATTLES OF THE WORLD (1901) for a youthful 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 “signifi-
cant moment” in contemporary life. A fellow member of the group, Everett Shinn, was
prolific as a children’s book illustrator. Thomas Hart Benton, the regional painter of
Missouri, illustrated the American classic ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN (1942)
in an 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
Gag, although raised in the Midwest, drew on her immigrant roots and a Central
European folk tradition to create some of the most beloved children’s books of this cen-
tury. THE BALLAD oF TANGLE STREET (1929), one of the most popular books by the
New York printmaker, painter, and caricaturist, Peggy Bacon, narrates the story of a busy
city street and the cat who seemed to belong to all, or none, who lived there.

Despite their spare, non-representational paintings, a number of mid-century
abstract artists made significant contributions to the field of children’s books. Perhaps
their special humor and resourcefulness were spurred by a search for alternatives to
conventional picture-making and a new appreciation of the child’s fresh point of view.
Charles G. Shaw’s IT 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 house-
keeping in A Goop MaN AND His Goop 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 classics in the children’s book field, such as CAps FOR SALE:
AN OLD FoLK TALE (1947), her books incorporate a discerningly reductive sense of
pattern, color, and geometry.

René d’Harnoncourt, the artist and cultural impressario who later became direc-
tor of The Museum of Modern Art in New York, produced what is one of the more visual-
ly inventive 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/sub-
ject ends up in a heap of trouble from which only his cunning artistry can extricate him.
Another book with sources in mural painting, PicTurE Booxk (1933). by Jean Charlot,
represents a tour de force of the Mexican print revival. A landmark in fine book produc-
tion, it contains Charlot’s original lithographs, a text by Paul Claudel, and modernist
design by the California-based publisher, curator, and graphic artist, Merle Armitage.

Early photographic illustration could and did evoke the fanciful spirit of contem-
porary graphic illustration through soft-focus techniques or inspired costuming, as in
Napoleon Sarony’s portraits for Washington Irving’s tale of Rip Van Winkle, A LEGEND OF
THE KAATSKILL MoUNTAINS (1870). But by 1950 a new objectivity prevailed. The first
educational children’s book to be illustrated by photography, THE FirsT Pi1cTURE BooOk:
EVvERYDAY THINGS FOR BABIES by Mary Steichen Martin (Calderone) and her father,
Edward Steichen, is a landmark in the field. (Originally published in 1950, it is now

republished by the Whitney Museum of American Art with a new afterword by John
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