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Series Editor’s Foreword

Dedicated to furthering original research in children’s literature and culture,
the Children’s Literature and Culture series includes monographs on individual
authors and illustrators, historical examinations of different periods, literary
analyses of genres, and comparative studies on literature and the mass media.
The series is international in scope and is intended to encourage innovative
research in children’s literature with a focus on interdisciplinary methodology.

Children’s literature and culture are understood in the broadest sense of
the term children to encompass the period of childhood up through adoles-
cence. Owing to the fact that the notion of childhood has changed so much
since the origination of children’s literature, this Routledge series is particu-
larly concerned with transformations in children’s culture and how they have
affected the representation and socialization of children. While the emphasis
of the series is on children’s literature, all types of studies that deal with chil-
dren’s radio, film, television, and art are included in an endeavor to grasp the
aesthetics and values of children’s culture. Not only have there been momen-
tous changes in children’s culture in the last 50 years, but there have also been
radical shifts in the scholarship that deals with these changes. In this regard,
the goal of the Children’s Literature and Culture series is to enhance research
in this field and, at the same time, point to new directions that bring together
the best scholarly work throughout the world.

Jack Zipes
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Introduction
Higglety-Pigglety Modernism

I can see Paris as plain as day by just shutting my eyes. The beautiful ladies are
always gayly dancing around with pink sunshades and bead purses, and the
grand gentlemen are politely dancing and drinking ginger pop.'

Kate Douglas Wiggin, Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm

Paris, as the “cultural capital” of Europe in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century, was a Mecca for young people who streamed there in the thou-
sands to take life-drawing classes and become artists and liberated people.
When forces of social convention close in around a turn-of-the-century fic-
tional child hero, it is not always apparent that Art and some degree of Bohe-
mianism was an option of the time for a substantial number of young people,
still less that it was, in some ways, actually encouraged. We see some glimpses:
Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm’s pink sunshade, for example, was the gift of
Miss Ross, a painter, who had brought it from Paris. The sunshade ends its life
as a sacrificial victim in the family well in Riverboro, Maine, but not without
having given Rebecca a wider perspective that her rural neighbors lacked.
The bestselling Trilby (1894), by Punch illustrator and painter George du
Maurier, evokes a kind of “college scrape” version of 1850s bohemianism:

“Oh, happy days and happy nights, sacred to art and friendship! Oh,
happy times of careless impecuniosity, and youth and hope and health
and strength and freedom—with all Paris for a playground, and its dear
old unregenerate Latin quarter for a workshop and a home!”?

It also points out another feature of the time that impinges on children’s cul-
ture, namely, that many children, like Trilby herself, were artist’s models from
the time they were born.

In addition to being a long-running youth event, however, the Parisian
fin-de-siecle moment also drew on childhood as an inspiration. Painters who
hoped to change the way the Academy defined art sometimes turned to the
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idea of the primitive to re-define what a Modern art should be doing. Some-
times childhood itself was a site that seemed worthy of investigation. For
children’s literature specialists, this calls for the question of how “childlike” is
defined, in much the same way that while discussing the innovative aspect of
“primitive” can be useful, the term itself must be carefully scrutinized.

The avant-garde movement in art, often identified with the kinds of early
Modernism around 1900, contains many strands. One might get a consensus
that the late nineteenth-century painters—and practitioners in many fields—
are simply reacting against something: particularly an established set of social or
religious or artistic beliefs that no longer appeared viable in a changing world.
Because in some ways Modernism appears to be a kind of second round of
Romanticism, and we are used to associating childhood with Romanticism, the
association of children’s culture with the avant-garde seems commonsensical.
The painters I will examine, however, demonstrate by their practice and their
places of origin that although the connections are many, they are highly varied.
And that the definitions used for the early avant-garde are, themselves, slippery.

It seems to make a difference, for example, what particular aspect of life is
the target of rebellion. And, because earnest Victorians (who had incorporated
aspects of Romanticism) had been decrying social and religious hypocrisy for
years in both the plastic and literary arts, the form in which the reaction is
couched can be definitive. Henrik Ibsen’s plays, which herald many of the Mod-
ernist changes in Anglophone literature and the arts, are about hypocrisy and
injustice in established social, religious, and gender relations. But the subject of
his controversial Ghosts (1881) is simply restated in the sentimental and melo-
dramatic Trilby: a childlike, though sexually experienced, bohemian model is
purer and more righteous in every way than a conventionally religious upper-
class family. Late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century children’s literature
abounds in examples of rebellious material, in terms of undermining the estab-
lished order, gender relations, conventional ways of thinking, adult standards,
and so on, but the books’ status as belonging in the Ibsen rather than the du
Maurier camp depends upon individual critical importance attributed to par-
ticular topics (Can nihilism be implicit? Must preferring a particular subjective
view coincide with the denial of objective reality? Is it acceptable to take up
Eastern mysticism while rejecting Western religions?), in addition to the style
of the work that through innovation expresses the artist’s attempt to embody a
new sense of being. In the case of avant-garde art, the style test is generally made
in terms of rebellion against the perceived standards of the “Academy.”

The “Academy” refers in this discussion primarily to the (French) Salon in
Paris and, to a lesser extent, the (English) Royal Academy in London. From the
1760s onward, both the French and the English had art establishments, with
the French being the preeminent in international circles. These institutions had
grown out of governmentally sponsored schools for art—Ecole des Beaux-Arts,
Royal Academy—which were meant to foster artistic excellence and national
cultural ideals. Their importance depended upon the selective juried shows
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that were held annually (or biennially), at which the painters fortunate enough
to please the judges were given a chance to display the accepted works before
a large public audience, to be reviewed in the newspapers and other journals,
to win prizes and status, and very likely to sell paintings. Academic portrait
painting, sometimes by women, is mentioned in such works as those of Frances
Hodgson Burnett, Rosa Nouchette Carey, and Mrs. Henry de la Pasture because
the exhibitions could be an elite social event: often a point is made about a soci-
ety beauty’s portrait attracting much attention from her friends, or a portrait,
already sold, being left in the painter’s possession for the Academy or Salon.> An
artist’s yearly production was aimed at having an appropriate entry (size and
so on could determine appropriateness) for the showing, which could uniquely
establish an artistic career. Throughout the nineteenth century, various politi-
cal and social agendas re-defined who could enter paintings for the Salon (what
nationalities, what gender) and gradually offered some other opportunities to
show work—for example, the Salon des Refusés (1863) for painters who had
been denied a place in the Salon—but the Salon was the international arbiter of
painting excellence until late in the century.

When Esther’s ne’er-do-well older brother, Fred, in Rosa Nouchette Car-
ey’s Esther (1884), leaves home for St. John’s Woods (a fin-de-siecle artistic
locale) in London to collect “broken china” and wear velvet jackets, he is
hoping to paint a picture that will be “accepted by the hanging committee.™
He is a “Bohemian” artist, but while this life style involves a relaxation of
formal requirements for social interaction (as well as both young men and
women overcoming various taboos about painting from the nude), the aim
of the artists is to be great and famous along accepted lines or (as noted here
in Chapter 4) to hone skills that could be made commercially successful in
some other way.

The avant-garde, although it co-existed with this milieu, is instead an effort
to re-think what Modern art should be, specifically by rejecting what “the
hanging committee” had to say. The Academy (discussed further in Chapter 2)
was primarily associated with illusionism in art. This can be roughly defined
as painting that attempted through technical skill (perspective, complemen-
tary arrangement of colors in the composition, accuracy of proportion, and
so on) to create the illusion of three dimensions on the canvas, as well as to
convey outward reality in what appeared to be an accurate way, while suffus-
ing it with the artist’s own formal and thematic concerns. The belief that there
was an overarching reality to convey, and a right way to convey it, underlies
the standard. As Robert Herbert notes when describing an example of John
Ruskin’s art criticism, the greatest art “rises above naturalism to a superior
level and exposes the supreme order of the universe in the grandness of the
artist’s imagination.” The painter’s imagination may be said to be a kind of
mediator between universal truth and the material world.

A hierarchy of excellence in types of paintings was also part of the aca-
demic standard, with history paintings praised for their ability to convey the
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most noble (or national) ideas. A review from the 1844 Royal Academy reveals
this agenda:

A picture by G. Patten representing the Madness of Hercules. The hero
occupies the centre of the picture, wielding aloft in his left hand his strug-
gling child, while his right grasps a bloody club. His wife is kneeling in
the foreground with uplifted arms, and the corpse of one of his victims
lies at his feet. In this picture there is much that is good, but upon the
whole it is unsatisfactory. The countenance of Hercules is coarse and fe-
rocious, conveying no notion of the dignity of the fallen hero; and there
is a want of sublimity throughout the group.®

Besides the required sublimity, it can be noted that historical and mythological
paintings are paintings with something going on: the people in them are part
of a story. Such backstories would have to be known by the (educated) viewer
of many academy paintings in order to appreciate how well the painter had suc-
ceeded in conveying the noble idea in question. (Who are those people? What
are they doing with all those horses? Was this a good thing?) When Esther’s
little brother in the eponymous Carey novel determines that his first painting,
when he is grown, will consist of “the Retreat of the Ten Thousand under Xeno-
phon,” he is ambitiously embarking on future greatness, prepared by his juve-
nile efforts to illustrate scenes out of biblical stories as his Sabbath activity.” An
artist’s choice of a subject not connected with sublimity or not connected with a
story, then, might indicate a rejection of the traditional hierarchy.

The issues that arose—or should have been discussed—at the James
Whistler v. John Ruskin 1878 libel trial over Ruskin’s criticism of Whistler’s
Nocturne paintings concern this definition by Academic standards of what
a painting is, as opposed to a potentially “pleasing decoration.”® Whistler’s
Nocturne in Black and Gold, a picture of fireworks over the Cremorne Gardens
near his home in London, particularly excited attention at the trial, where
its lack of perspective, lack of truth to Nature, lack of finish, lack of mean-
ing, obscurity of form, and so on were approached from many angles, includ-
ing Ruskin’s original contention that he shouldn’t be charging so much for
inferior workmanship. The jury found for Whistler but awarded him only a
farthing damages.

Linda Merrill, in her monograph on the trial, states Ruskin’s position (origi-
nally in Modern Painters I) that the “preciousness” of paintings depends “ulti-
mately on the clearness and justice of the ideas they contained and conveyed,”
which can be restated as the idea that pictures should be visual treatises, or
figures of speech.”!® Opposed to this, as Merrill notes, is the non-literary and
non-naturalistic way of defining “idea” “the idea of a work by Whistler was
contained in and conveyed by its compositional constituents, rather than
the objects those elements might incidentally depict. Unlike a picture, which
indicated the external world, a nocturne was essentially self-referential.”"
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That a painting can be defined as an arrangement of the “compositional
constituents” suggests the abstract art that was still in the future. But it also
gives more legitimacy to any viewer’s opinion, even those that were contrary
to Whistler’s stated intentions. In practice, a painting containing objects or
people from the external world as incidentals, with pictorial harmony and
color considered as the desired end, is likely to appear ambiguous. The viewer
is free, under these circumstances, to take from the painting whatever seems
to him or her to be there; it eliminates the superiority of an art critic of the
kind noted above in connection with Madness of Hercules. In the case of Whis-
tler paintings (or those of painters such as Sir William Nicholson, who argued
his tenets), however, it is also quite hard to keep narrative meaning out of
“arrangements”; it does not take a particularly literal-minded viewer to put
some in. The Whistler trial demonstrates a changing standard and the begin-
ning of public confusion about what a painting is supposed to be. The Salon
des Refusés of 1863 (at which Edouard Manet and Whistler both exhibited)
had been such a turning point in France. As Charles Harrison notes, “it was
becoming clear that taste in art was no longer something that one dominant
section of society could define and control.”*? Both occasions also demon-
strate that there were a variety of ways to oppose the Academy: Painters such
as Whistler, or Nicholson, or Manet, who belonged to Whistler’s generation
and whose technique and subject matter was open to similar discussion, were
not abstract artists, and they painted aspects of the world around them, but
they were not “establishment” artists. Nicholson’s visual joking and experi-
ments in illusion are, for example, cheerfully defiant.

In his study, Early Modernism: Literature, Music and Painting in Europe
1900-1916, Christopher Butler notes that the drift away from illusionism is
toward subjectivism, which involves exploring a new mode of vision, a new
way of seeing."” (This is sometimes allied to the idea that without a great uni-
versal truth, like God, there is no one true way to capture reality, only various
subjective viewpoints. This is frequently not the explicit reason, however, and
may be opposed to the stated intentions of the artist.) In the process of deter-
mining the best way to find a new form of expression, sometimes an artist felt
that inspiration could be found in a culture or in a national artistic style that
bore little resemblance to the Academic tradition in which she or he had been
raised; this approach to a new way of seeing is often called primitivism.

As Gillian Perry points out, many of the artists now considered “Modern,”
were, in their time, actually opposed to the Modern aspects of their era, in
particular urbanization. Some of these persons associated themselves with
“primitive” forms as a rejection of the accepted way of painting in the Western
society from which they increasingly felt distanced.

In the history of children’s literature the anti-urban idea is familiar because
it is related to the theories of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Emile, 1762), which had
and continue to have strong influence within our field. The idea that the child
falls into error when socialized by church, state, and fashion and that people
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living in circumstances that prevent this from happening live more authentic
lives encourages the idea of uninstructed childhood or uneducated people as
inspirational and true. The child-rearing method advocated by Rousseau in
Emile inspired vast educational reforms in Europe and North America with
far-reaching effects. For example, Juliet Dusinberre and Norman Brosterman
have both discussed varying influences that Friedrich Froebel, a radical Ger-
man educator in the Romantic tradition of Rousseau and Johann Heinrich
Pestalozzi, had upon English literary Modernism and abstract art, respective-
ly."” Froebel, the inventor of the kindergarten, in his theories of development
and his classroom methods constitutes so broad a range of influence, however,
that much remains to be said. Chapter 4 in this volume discusses a further
connection of educational theory to the German avant-garde painter Paula
Modersohn-Becker’s work.

John Ruskin, like Rousseau, was a major influence on the determination
that childhood was a site for artistic innovation. As Robert L. Herbert notes,
“Ruskin was so far taken by the abstract elements of the arts that he preferred
the early and less polished work of each period he loved.” The “abstract and
vital” period belonged to its “childhood,” while the work that most nearly
reached “perfection,” was its decadent and least valuable period.'® Moreover,
his championship of the Pre-Raphaelite painters included his repeated state-
ments that coloring in painting had been corrupted by art instruction from
the Renaissance on. His art instruction manual (The Elements of Drawing,
1857) stressed the importance of seeing with the untutored eye of childhood,
when color could be freshly observed from its physical location in Nature,
rather than being conventionally used because the painter knew already that
grass, for example, was green:

The whole technical power of painting depends on our recovery of what
may be called the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish
perception of these flat stains of colour, merely as such, without conscious-
ness of what they signify . . . when grass is lighted strongly by the sun in
certain directions, it is turned from green into a peculiar and somewhat
dusty-looking yellow. It we had been born blind, and were suddenly en-
dowed with sight on a piece of grass thus lighted in some parts by the sun,
it would appear to us that part of the grass was green, and part a dusty
yellow (very nearly of the colour of primroses); and, if there were prim-
roses near, we should think that the sunlighted grass was another mass of
plants of the same sulphur-yellow colour. We should try to gather some
of them, and then find that the colour went away from the grass when we
stood between it and the sun, but not from the primroses; and by a series
of experiments we should find out that the sun was really the cause of
the colour in the one—not in the other. We go through such processes of
experiment unconsciously in childhood; and having once come to con-
clusions touching the signification of certain colours, we always suppose
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that we see what we only know, and have hardly any consciousness of the
real aspect of the signs we have learned to interpret. Very few people have
any idea that sunlighted grass is yellow."”

Thus, the decision that art would benefit from a separation from fashion, from
bad instruction, and from places where these practices held sway emerged in
part from a critic who inspired the avant-garde on the one hand, and was
simultaneously reviled by experimental painters for tying art to morality on
the other."

A “primitive” location, however, did not produce avant-garde work in most
cases. Some painters who sought out remote locales painted very traditional
or even sentimental pictures of peasant life. Some took up folkloric crafts.
But some, such as Paula Modersohn-Becker at Worpswede or Paul Gauguin
in Brittany or Tahiti, were attempting to change the way they painted to bet-
ter reflect their ideas of Modernity. Modersohn-Becker and Gauguin differed
widely in the extent to which they idealized the people with whom they inter-
acted in their retreats. But because both worked to understand and illustrate
concepts of motherhood and childhood in communities cut off from the
capitals of Europe, where authenticity might be found in human and spiritual
relationships, and because both significantly altered their styles in non-nat-
uralistic ways in order to capture this insight, they can be called Modernists
in that sense.

In the post-Darwinian world, the child and the remote setting was likely to
exhibit an uninhibited approach to human sexuality, as well as to the botanical
aspects of Nature, in the hands of avant-garde painters. Although neither Tahi-
tians nor residents of the poorhouse at Worpswede were accustomed to nudity
in the era in which the painters encountered them, the painters’ conception that
people living in remote places were more in tune with life forces is reflected in
the sort of pictures each painter produced. The idea that children are, instead
of separated from sexual matters, awakening to and reflecting biological forces
is part of this conception. Some of the paintings of mothers and children pro-
duced by Modernists avoid the eroticism that had encumbered many Academy
paintings, while illustrating the sitters’ apparently comfortable acceptance of
the natural body. The connection of the “primitive” with the female gender is,
naturally, a problem in Modernist, as well as in Academic, work, but the empha-
sis on motherhood resonates with many of the best-known pieces of children’s
literature in the Victorian and Edwardian periods.

Paris, in this period, was a place where the flora, fauna, and people of the
world could be observed, in some sense, without actually leaving for Tahiti,
a solution Henri Rousseau embraced. The discussion of differences between
“primitive” outsiders—villagers from foreign lands who exhibited their way
of life in Parisian parks—and native Parisians is bound to be troubled, but
to the painters the “outsiders” were often the same source of inspiration and
perspective one might get by going far away. Odilon Redon (1840-1916), a
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French symbolist painter, for example, found the villagers who inhabited the
exhibitions at the Jardin d’Acclimatation (1881) a source of positive contrast
to Parisian (and adult) life:

The way they look at us expresses as much superiority as wildness. ... One
stretched out on the ground ... follows with his eye, a civilized man who
passes by. . .. A rich financier enters . . . while I compare them. How ugly he
is, this old bourgeois; and they beautiful, these sublime children of polar life!
Their nudity emerges from the earth like a flower of India, in full bloom.*

According to Barbara Larson, Redon’s exposure to the Tierra del Fuegans, in
addition to contemporaneously collected anthropological busts and artifacts,
inspired such charcoal images as Cactus Man, which suggests the tragedy inher-
ent in the doomed, outworn old Parisian, as well as the beauty of the young, non-
European people.” The use of non-European figures in the paintings and books
considered in this volume in Chapters 1, 2, and 3, undoubtedly owes some of its
inception to the Paris that celebrated multiculturalism, colonialism, and anthro-
pological study at a moment when its painters were looking for something new.

In a more famous manifestation of what is called primitivism, avant-garde
painters looked for inspiration to another artistic tradition rather than to the
remote location or peoples themselves. In this case, the new way of seeing was
specifically linked to the style of the artifacts of another place or time. The
“primitive” styles that were of interest in this era were more abstract or simpli-
fied or monumental than the naturalism of the European tradition. As Perry
notes, the relation between the European artists and the artifacts of (often
colonized) peoples is complex and not, probably, a matter of “discovering”
something from outside the European culture.?? Again, this is an area where
the Modernist painter is often implicated in the colonial fervor of the time,
although it is at least conceivable that some painters’ allusions to, say, African,
motifs might be progressive political statements. The legitimacy of “refresh-
ing” or “rejuvenating” the old world through exposure to a “young” culture
depends a great deal on how exposure to the young culture was acquired, as
well as to the always present ambivalence of the term “primitive.”

The conflation of “childhood” with “primitive” meant that exposure to
non-European artifacts also affects children’s culture. Although, as Butler
notes, “Freud sees childhood as recapitulating the archaic; the childhood of
the individual and the primitive beginnings interact,” the belief in the par-
ticular appropriateness of international folklore and myth for children obvi-
ously predates Freud’s influence at the turn of the century by decades, just as
a Romantic era attempt to refresh English poetry by an infusion from Arabic,
Persian, and Indian poems can be seen in the work of Sir William Jones in
1772.%** What the effect of seeing nature and human relations from the per-
spective of many different cultures has on children is unclear, partly because
children’s exposure to folktales is mediated by especially prepared versions,



