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The Development of the Children’s Book
and the Contributions it has Made
Throughout the History of Book Design

Sarah Vick1

As well as the vast range of subject matter available to young
readers today, the children’s book market is also overflowing
with innovative design, much of which has its roots in previous
centuries.  Dorothy Wood writes that “nowadays a book can be
almost anything within covers that can persuade children that
reading is one of life’s more pleasant and rewarding occupations.
The range of material that is currently produced by publishers
is staggering.”1  The process the children’s book has gone
through to reach this point, however, was long and exciting, as
inventions within the printing industry and new art movements
greatly affected how writers and illustrators conceived their
books.

The story of the children’s book begins with the discovery of
the concept of childhood in the seventeenth century.  Being
aware of the high infant mortality rate, parents tended not to
waste time on their younger children, paying them little attention
until they were about five years old.  After the age of five,

there was every inducement to limit the time of the difficult
and dangerous period of youth, but those who survived
must be able to take their place fully qualified in the adult

1. This was written as an assessed
essay for the Computer Aided Pub-
lishing course, May 1997.
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world.  There was no concept of childhood as we know
it, no period of prolonged playtime or adolescence.2

Towards the end of the century, marked by the publication of
John Locke’s Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), a
division between childhood and adulthood began to take place.
No longer were children simply small people, “hard working,
capable of reading Ovid and slogging about battlefields,” they
were people entitled to an education and their own books.3 Formal
education for most children, however, did not arrive until well
into the nineteenth century, whilst the need for a children’s book
market was recognised and exploited over a hundred years
earlier.

Good book design recognises the fact that reading is a
pleasurable experience.  This was not so in the seventeenth
century when books and the ability to read were considered a
precious gift, not to be used for mere entertainment.  Children
who were able to read would be those expecting to enter into
the church or well-to-do children.  The former would read
religious texts, whilst the latter read “books of courtesy,” which
taught morals.4  Neither of these texts would be aimed
specifically at children.  At the time it was widely believed that
children were “conceived in sin and naturally evil,” and therefore
“the first children’s books were aimed at saving the soul from
hell.”5

Towards the beginning of the eighteenth century Issac Watts
published Divine songs Attempted in Easy Language for The
Use of 2 Children.  Although this text was still moralistic, it
had a lighter tone, reflecting the gradual realisation that the
child’s world is different.  By the end of the century it had been
illustrated and was one of the most popular books for children
on both sides of the Atlantic.  Its songs were later parodied by
Lewis Carroll in 1866 as Carroll could be sure “in the knowledge
that every reading child would be familiar with the originals.”6

Both Watts and Carroll therefore made significant marks in the
history of the children’s book.

As yet, though, there was still no children’s book market.  So
children turned to books such as Robinson Crusoe (1719) and
Gulliver’s Travels (1726) which were originally intended for
an adult audience.  These publications were minimally illustrated
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at first, but with a gradual realisation of who read
these books, more plates were added.  There
were some attempts by fathers and ladies to write
“moral bedtime stories” and this period saw the
beginnings of the adventures of King Arthur and
Robin Hood for young male readers and “the
prototype of the Victorian fairy” for girls.7

The real beginning of a children’s book market
and thought-out design for children’s books came in 1744 when
a London publisher called John Newbury recognised the need
for children’s books to be published for reading pleasure.  His
book, A Little Pretty Pocket-Book, Intended for the Instruction
and Amusement of Little Master Tommy and Pretty Miss Polly,
With an Agreeable Letter to Read from Jack the Giant Killer,
as also a Ball and a Pincushion, The use of which will Infallibly
make Tommy a Good Boy And Polly a Good Girl, used a cover
made from Dutch gilt paper and woodcut illustrations (see fig
1).  Used for book covers into the nineteenth century, Dutch paper
was an expensive way of covering a book, with the cover stamped
with bright colours and decorated with gold foil.  At the time of
its publication, concsidering how little imagery a child would
come into contact with, Newbury’s “pretty gilt toys for girls and
boys” must have greatly inspired their young readers.8

Having discovered a market, publishers often threw children’s
books together, using any spare woodblocks and forming a story
around them, disregarding any rules for good book design.  A
lighter approach to religious subject matter gave way to a more
didactic, factual style of book.  This reflects the fact that children

were still often considered to be small
adults, as any subject seemed to be
suitable.  A high level of illiteracy
amoungst adults also led to a cross
over of genres.  This blurring of the
distinction between adult and child is
apparent in the book, Modern London
being the History and Present State
of the British Metropolis, published
in 1805 (see fig 2).  This book depicts
children at work selling lavender, hair
brooms, strawberries and matches.  A
chilhood as we know it was still not

Fig 1 A Little Pretty Pocket-Book, Intended
For the Instruction of Little Master Tommy
and Pretty Miss Polly, etc.  This figure shows
a 1787 American publication of John
Newbury’s text.

Fig 3 This plate comes from a book designed
to help both children and adults to read and
offer amusement.

Fig 2 (left) A plate entitled “Lavender” from
the book, Modern London, 1805.  A young girl
sells lavender, whilst only wealthy children can
afford to see such images in books like these.
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established, yet this book is aimed at a children’s market,
indicating that only privileged children had access to such texts.
Another example is Peter Prim’s Pride, or Proverbs That Will
Suit the Young or The Old, published in 1810 (see fig 3).  Not
only will this book help children to read, but it will also amuse
adults.  It was not until the realisation that children might read
for pleasure alone, not religious and moral education, that the
market found its feet.

The start of the publication of children’s books for pleasure
coincided with the industrial revolution and a mass of new
inventions within the printing industry.  The development of
children’s books is closely related to inovations in the printing
industry and industry as a whole.  The Railway Alphabet,
published in 1852, shows this link between industrial
development and book publishing (see fig 4).  The railways
helped increase book circulation and were crucial in the
develpment of provincial printing houses.  The introduction of
gas, then electric lighting greatly improved illustration, as well
as the invention of photography.  The example of the Railway
Alphabet, however, shows the limitations of the printing industry
at the time as the woodcuts were hand-coloured, probably in a

factory by children.  Each child would
have a certain colour to lay on or a
particular part of the image to colour.
This again shows that although by now
a children’s book market had been
established, many uneducated
children did not have access to books.

The 1820s and 30s saw a depression
in the book trade, but not so much in
the children’s book market due to the
popularity of wood engraving from
around 1790 to 1835.9  Many books
remained unillustrated and many
artists worked anonymously, thus
receiving little credit.  Artists were
even less keen to put their names to
the lesser-regarded children’s books.
Throughout the nineteenth century,
however, a handful of notable
children’s book illustrators do

Fig 4 The Railway Alphabet shows the link
between industry and printing.  These detailed
woodcuts were hand-coloured.

Fig 5 The first English publication of Grimm’s
fairy tales, illustrated by George Cruikshank,
1823.
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survive.  With the emphasis on reading for enjoyment, Grimm’s
fairy tales were published in 1823 for the first time in England
(1812 in Germany). (See fig 5).  These translations were
illustrated by George Cruikshank whose wood engravings and
etchings also adorned the pages of Charles Dicken’s books.
Geoffrey Wakeman has noted the “lack of feeling for the printed
page that was to bedevil illustration throughout the Victorian
period.”10  Cruikshank’s work is an exception, with Dickens
planning the exact placing of the illustrations in some of his
books, causing text and image to cumulate in a harmonious design
(see fig 6).  This example from an 1846 edition of Oliver Twist
shows Cruikshank’s ability to bring life to the charcters and pay
attention to detail.  Cruikshank’s illustrations must have delighted
children as they helped them to further their understanding and
enjoyment of the book.

Wood engraving remained popular throughout the nineteenth
century, but for practical reasons copper and steel plates grew
in popularity.  These could be used thousands of times before
wearing out.  Steel engraving became popular throughout Europe
in the 1830s through the work of J.M.W. Turner who often
produced his watercolours with the intention that they would
be made into engravings.  Mass production, however, meant
that the 1840s saw an “aesthetic and commercial decline” and a
number of new techniques began to be tested.11

The Great Exhibition of 1851 greatly aided the exchange of
ideas within the printing industry.  Books published about the
exhibition also displayed a large variety of different techniques
in printed illustration.  Innovations in colour printing came in
the form of Mezzotint, Aquatint and Lithography, whilst black
and white printing experimented with techniques such as
Chemitype, Nature Printing and Glyphography.  Children’s
books were subject to all these experiments, for example,
Anastatic painting was used in Mrs. Sarah Lee’s Story the Xth
From Stories of Strange Lands.  Due to the fact that they were
frequently illustrated, children’s books were often at the forefront
of new printing technology.  Divine and Moral Songs for
Children (1866) used a new technique called Graphotype for
its illustrations.  Invented in the US, this technique was a cheaper
alternative to wood engraving.  The innovation failed, but the
text remains as a reminder of the importance of children’s books
in the history of printing.  An even rarer example is a book

Fig 6 One of Cruikshank’s illustrations for
Dicken’s Oliver Twist entitled “Oliver’s reception
by Fagin and the boys,” 1846.
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called Anderson’s Tales for Children (1869), which according
to Geoffrey Wakeman is the only book ever to use the process
of Kerography.

With the demand for greater innovation in the printing industry
came a call for a higher quality product.  In the mid nineteenth
century Sir Henry Cole, under his pseudonym Felix Summerly,
published a series of books entitled Felix Summerly’s Treasury
of Pleasure Books for Children.  He had these books illustrated
by some of the best artists of the day because he thought that
was what children deserved to read.  Fig 7 shows an example of
an illustration from one of these books entitled Traditional
Nursery Songs of England (second edition, 1846).  The
illustration by Joseph Cundall is highly detailed and a good
example of the type of illustration which caused the popularity
of nursery rhymes.  People were beginning to see that good art
work, which was relevant to the text, would increase the quality
and popularity of the book.

This emphasis on high quality illustration continued throughout
the second half of the nineteenth century.  The period from 1855-
1875 is often called “the sixties” when the work of famous artists
such as Dante Gabriel Rossetti and John Everett Millais was
used to illustrate books (see figs 8 and 9).  During this period
the emphasis on fine art of a very good quality unfortunately
meant that little attention was paid to harmonious design.  How
the text and image would appear on the page was not an
important consideration and the illustrations themselves often
had little relevance to the text.

This golden age of illustration, however, did give way to some
good designs and these often came in the form of children’s
books.  Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland,

illustrated by John Tenniel, was first
published in 1866 and represents a
major turning point in the history of
children’s books and books in
general.  (See fig 10.)  Joyce Whalley
writes that with the arrival of Alice
“imagination had finally overcome
didacticism, and reading had become
the key to a magic door.”12  Enjoyed
by both adults and children, Tenniel’s

Fig 7 Joseph Cundall’s illustration for Felix
Summerly’s Traditional Nursery Songs of
England, 1846.

Fig 9 John Everett Millais, “The Prodigal Son,”
from his The Parables of Our Lord, (1864) a
book which would also appeal to young and old
readers.

Fig 8 Dante Gabriel Rossetti, “Buy from us with
a golden curl,” from Christina Rossetti’s Goblin
Market, (1862) a poem enjoyed by both adults
and children.
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illustrations tie in perfectly with the text, which has
come to be seen as a precursor for twentieth century
book design.  In 1965 Roger Duvoisin wrote
“Children’s Book Illustration:  The Pleasures and
Problems,” and in it said that “in children’s book
illustration it is worth while to think of the narrative
elements as materials with which to build a beautiful
page instead of concentrating on them [the
illustrations] for their own sake.”13  Tenniel does
this with style, sophistication, and an understanding
of his role between writer and illustrator.

These two pages from an Alice text show how simply, yet
effectively, these books are designed (see fig 10).  The illustration
clearly shows Alice and the character she is conversing with at
this point in the story.  Text and illustration are placed equally
together on the page, so that one is not quite sure whether the
illustration was added to the text, or vice versa.  The pages are
clearly numbered and headed with the title of the chapter.  The
text is large and widely spaced, making it easy for children to
read.  The pages are also quite small and easy for little hands to
turn.  Each area of the page has been designed so that the reading
and enjoyment of the book are in no way impaired by its design.

Other exceptions to those beautifully illustrated, but clumsily
designed books of the late nineteenth century were also
children’s books.  Just as Carroll’s and Tenniel’s collaborations
were carefully thought out, Kate Greenaway paid particular
attention to the way each piece of text and illustration was laid
out in books such as Under the Window and Mother Goose.14

Artistic movements continued to influence children’s book
illustration, for example, Walter Crane’s Baby’s Opera owes
much to Japanese colour printing.  The development of the Art
Nouveau movement also affected the way illustrations appeared.
Colour plates became more popular towards the turn of the
century with works like Arthur Rackham’s Rip van Winkle.  All
these works and many others acted as the forerunners to
twentieth century design in this genre, which began in 1902
with Beatrix Potter’s wonderful Tale of Peter Rabbit.

The twentieth century has seen many great authors and
illustrators of childrens books.  The area of children’s book
design which has received the most innovation and produced

Fig 10 Example of a double-page spread from
Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass and
What Alice Found There, with illustrations by
John Tenniel.  This version was published in
1936 by MacMillan.
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the most exciting results is that of the novelty or “Fad” book.
These are the books which often stir the most excitement in
modern children and Dorothy Wood lists more than a few
examples in her essay, “Fad Books.”
These include:

Joke books; pop-up books; flap books; books on wheels;
books with pockets; soft books; block books; shaped
books; books with slots and cut-outs; books in which you
stick your own pictures; scratch and sniff books; carousel
books; books that turn into board games; jigsaw books;
push-out books; bath books; tactile books where parts of
the pictures appear when you press your hand on the page;
colouring books; quiz books; dot-to-dot books; books that
glow in the dark; books with holograms; books that feature
a favourite toy or TV character; books about pop groups;
computer books; books that play music; and perhaps the
greatest success story of recent years - interruptive
fiction.15

The overriding factor here is that these are not simply books
which consist of a number of printed pages sandwiched between
two covers.  The explosion in the design of these sorts of
children’s books began as late as the 1970s, but again, the first
novelty books of this type might be argued to date back to as
early as the fifteenth century and the child’s hornbook.

The hornbook (see fig 11) was a piece of flat wood or leather
with the alphabet, numbers, or the Lord’s Prayer (or similar)
pasted onto the board.  A transparent layer of horn was placed
over the top of the paper and a handle added at one end of the
book so that it could be used to play with as well as to learn
from, just as many of today’s novelty books are also toys.  The
popularity of the hornbook spurred the invention of the
Battledore, which was a piece of card, folded in two, with writing
on either side.  Illustrations were added to these books because
they had more space available to print on.

Early examples of the novelty moveable book featured cut-out
heads which could be placed onto the body of a paper figure
(see fig 12).  In this 1811 example entitled Ellen, or The Naughty
Girl Reclaimed the child is invited to place Ellen’s head onto
her body and then a foolscap on top of her head in order to
disgrace the little girl.  No doubt this “book of instruction” was
intended to teach the young moral values.  Novelty books also
appeared during this period in the form of dissolving pictures
and peepshow books published by Dean & Son.

Fig 11 An example of a late eighteenth or early
nineteenth century hornbook made of wood.

Fig 12 The figure of Ellen, whose head can be
attached to her body and a foolscap added on
top of her head, 1811.
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German publishers in the nineteenth century proved to be the
forerunners of the pop-up book.  Summer Surprises (1896), for
example, was an inch thick with every opened scene measuring
about one metre in depth.  The brilliant paper engineer, Lother
Meggendorfer, produced works such as International Circus
(1880) which was “an unfolding panorama of six circus rings.
Each ring had four layers of three-dimensional scenery and
performers, and the audience consisted of 450 individually
painted people.”16  These works of art were produced in Germany
until the outbreak of World War I.

Until the 1970s the pop-up industry was kept alive only by the
production of greetings cards.  In 1977 when Kestrel publishers
wanted to publish Robert Crowther’s The Most Amazing Hide-
and-Seek Alphabet Book they had to consult Hallmark cards
for advise as to who would make a pop-up book for them.  Just
as “the sixties” was a golden age for illustration in Victorian
times, the 1970s and 80s were times of great design innovation
in the children’s book.  The 70s saw the first ABC pull-out
frieze by Dick Bruna and Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry
caterpillar which had holes in the pages (see fig 13).  The first
lift-the-flaps Where’s Spot books were published in 1980,
followed by bath books and slot books in 1984.  Rod Campbell’s
Wheels was published in 1983 and combines the concept of a
toy and a book in order to interest and entertain its readers (see
fig 14).  Dorothy Wood claims that the first tactile book was
Pat the Bunny, published in New York in 1942.  Now, however,
the children’s book market is overflowing with books that can
be felt, touched, sniffed and seen.

Books with nothing more than pages and a cover have also
developed in the way they are designed in order to help the
child read and be more entertained.  Roal Dahl and Quentin
Blake formed one of the most successful writer and illustrator
partnerships.  Apart from its brilliant content a book like
Revolting Rhymes uses design to aid the reader through the text
(see fig 15).  The text of each poem is left aligned and printed
in large lettering in a font that is easy to read.  The large pages
of the book mean that the text is surrounded by lots of white
space.  Capitals and italics are used within the text for emphasis,
but apart from this, the poems are not interfered with.  The design
of each page concentrates on simplicity, as there are no page
numbers or unnecessary embellishments.  The first poem starts

Fig 13 Eric Carle, The Very Hungry Caterpillar.
Dillon’s Guide to Children’s Books states that
“each page is an explosion of colour and the cut-
away holes where the caterpillar has feasted add
to the pleasure of reading”.

Fig 14 Rod Campbell, Wheels.  Published in
different sizes to accommodate for different
sized hands, this book is both a toy and a reading
aid.
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on the opposite page to the copyright page, to save space and
minimise confusion.  Each page of a poem has a header with the
name of the poem, helping the reader to select a title as they
flick through.

The smaller illustrations on the pages with text are in the same
style as the large pictures, helping to tie text and image together
across the pages.  In this example, the small picture shows the
giant’s face, with his huge nostrils.  The image ties in perfectly
with the text as Jack exclaims “A Giant with a clever nose!”
The picture is placed alongside the part of the text where the
giant’s nose is being discussed, not just where it looks best on
the page.  The simplicity of the image and the overall design
allows the imagination to roam, creating its own images and
stories around the one being told on the page.  Designing and
illustrating a text so that the reader is not given too much
information, or that the images the mind produces become too
censored is an important aspect of book design.  This text creates
an equilibrium between text, image, design and imagination
which allows for the greatest amount of enjoyment.

Full-page illustrations are often difficult to tie in with the text.
In this case, however, the picture relates directly to the action in
the text at the bottom of the opposite page, so the child looks at
the picture after reading the relevant text.  A rough line frames
the picture, not making it stand out too much, meaning that it
still relates to the smaller image.  The colours used are not

Fig 15 Roald Dahl’s “Jack and The Beanstalk”
with illustrations by Quentin Blake.
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particularly bright (as it is often thought books for children should
appear), with sepia being a dominant colour, as in the small
picture.  Overall, this double-page spread has been simply
designed to give text and image equal weight and offer the child
(or adult) the best possible read.

This massive influx of new children’s books over the last twenty
years has led to a great deal of writing concerning what children
should, or should not, be reading.  A few of these writers have
acknowledged the important role design plays in aiding the child
to read and gain pleasure from the book.  On a basic level the
design should concentrate on the book becoming a harmonious
unit, with text and image flowing from cover to cover.  Design,
however, can offer more than harmony, as Treld Bicknell
explains with the role of illustration.  He writes that “the child
who looks and looks, can - unlike a constantly distracted adult
- give himself up to the concentrated contemplation of an
illustration, looking into its every corner for “happenings” and
the details of an imaginary world.”17  The way in which these
illustrations are interwoven with the text and the appearance of
the whole page also acts to fill the imagination.  As opposed to
Bicknell’s argument, one might argue that the adult imagination
is just as worthy of being subjected to exciting new designs.
This sometimes happens with books such as Raymond Briggs’s
When The Wind Blows which was originally intended for adults,
but has since been adopted by both the young and the old; stirring
the imaginations of both (see fig 16).  Children’s books and the
design lessons which might be learnt from them are all too often
dismissed and ignored as a less worthy genre.  Maurice Sendak,
author of the wonderful Where the Wild Things Are, expresses
his frustration at this as he states:

Kiddiebookland is where we live.  Didn’t you know?  It’s
next to Neverneverville and Peterpanburg.  It’s that awful
place we’ve been squeezed into because we’re children’s
book illustrators or children’s book writers.  Yes, we are!

Fig 16 Raymond Briggs, When the Wind Blows.
Designed in the style of a cartoon strip this story
of life after a nuclear disaster can be read by
children and adults.



12

But isn’t our work meant for every body?  How infuriating
and insulting when a serious work is considered only a
trifle for the nursery!18

Sendak’s anger is justified.  Why should the work of great writers,
illustrators and designers be largely ignored due to its “less
serious” subject matter?  Not only should adults begin to take
notice of the world of children’s books, but so should publishers
and printers begin to see what they can learn and apply it to
other book genres.  The children’s book has contributed greatly
throughout the history of printing and publishing.  It is now time
to take account of this genre’s invaluable worth.19
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