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The recently opened Children’s War exhibition at London’s Imperial 
War Museum presents artefacts from the 1940s and describes them 
within the defining social context of the childhood experience of Total 
War.  
 
The characteristics of this experience are presented as those of 
exodus and separation within the context of a well-intentioned, but 
heavy-handed, scheme of child evacuation. The exhibition also 
includes tangible evidence, comprising objects and testimony, of the 
more pleasurable experiences of excitement, adventure and 
discovery that are part of many childhood memories of WW2. For the 
young protagonists of bombsite capers, and other gang-based re-
enactments, the chief sensation of WW2 was one of liberation and 
freedom from the cloying attention, discipline and rules of adult 
supervision.  
 



Against this backdrop of war, national emergency, and social 
upheaval it is surprising to discover that the 1940s was a decade that 
saw a transformation in the quality of children’s book publishing and 
that saw the emergence, for the first time, of coloured picture books 
for a mass-market readership amongst children. The 1930s had 
seen a revival of wood engraving and book arts that was, for the 
most part, associated with the private-press movement. The radical 
politics of the Artists’ International had few opportunities for visual 
expression in books before the very end of the 1930s. Exceptionally, 
William Nicholson, an artist of singular sensibility, had produced 
several children’s books illustrated by lithography during the 1920s. 
Of these, Pirate Twins published in 1929 by Faber and Faber is 
probably the best known.  
 
These notes are a brief attempt to present some of this children’s 
material from the 1940s, within its British context, and to examine the 
determining social and technological backgrounds of these objects. 
 
Within the antiquarian and second-hand book trade the category of 
Children’s Illustrated is well established as a collecting field. Many 
people are drawn to the familiar images of their childhood through a 
simple nostalgia for a distantly remembered yet comfortingly familiar 



world. That the objects survive at all is presented as miraculous 
testimony to a time when there was a respect for books, their status 
and meanings. In fact, only a tiny proportion of children’s books 
survive in anything like decent condition. The trade have been quick 
to encourage the collector’s instinct for condition and to price 
accordingly.  
 
The ideal of social progress has been a distinguishing characteristic 
of modern society and its evolution. The systems of industrial 
capitalism have been supported by the evolution of a more 
democratic and meritocratic social structure. Accordingly, the social 
and political elites have, whenever required, promoted their ideals, 
power and self-interest through propaganda. Traditionally, this has 
been done through an education system supported by the study of 
texts whether at elementary, primary or secondary level. It is not 
surprising, in these circumstances, that printing, politics and society 
should be so closely linked in the promotion of educational 
propaganda.  
 
It is worth noting that, in the USA, the library system has prioritised 
the purchase of children’s books since the early 20th century. In 
consequence the publishing industry in the USA was more active in 



this field. By the 1920s and 1930s these activities had developed into 
a specialist field in the USA. 
 
WW2 
British historians have usually identified the year 1940, with its 
collective experiences of Dunkirk, Battle of Britain and Blitz, as the 
moment when military action, national survival and post-war idealism 
became inseparably linked in the popular imagination. This popular 
idealism was given expression in Picture Post’s “Plan for Britain” 
which was published in January 1941.  “The Plan” promoted the 
concept of an efficient, planned and humane society, as opposed to 
the politics of the 1930s that were identified as wasteful, chaotic and 
unfair. 
 
By the end of 1941 the popular expression of post-war ideals had 
hardened into a political project through the formation of the 1941 
Committee. George Orwell had recognised that the successful 
military outcome of WW2 could only be achieved if supported by 
irrevocable social and political change. This conjunction of military, 
social and economic objectives was recognised by the political elite 
who began to consider post-war policy. 



The 1944 Education Act, drafted by R A Butler, placed schooling at 
the centre of the post-war project with its emphasis on selection, 
testing, science and technology. Implicit in the proposals was the 
recognition that a prosperous post-war society would be built on the 
efforts of managers and technocrats as much as on the more 
established class interests of organised labour.  
 
The technological, material and scientific information on which this 
kind of post-war society would be based required the presentation of 
new kinds of visual information and the promotion of a new form of 
visual knowledge. The significance of visual knowledge and creative 
practice in education was acknowledged by the publication of 
Herbert Read’s Education Through Art in 1943. The contemporary 
significance of these practical and philosophical ideals may be 
judged by the fact that Read’s book was reprinted three times during 
the war. The visual expression of this new world was made possible 
by the embrace of new printing technologies. It is no co-incidence 
that Peter and Iona Opie began their collection of children’s literature 
in 1944. 
 
 
 



Printing 
The technical innovation of the printing industry has been driven by 
the requirement to lower costs and to respond to the changing 
demands of its clients. The propaganda requirements of WW2 
transformed the printing industry in Britain by accelerating the pace 
of technological change within an industry that had, hitherto, been 
based on long established craft traditions. 
 
One of the key developments in the industrial support of the Ministry 
of Information’s propaganda efforts was the introduction, as a matter 
of urgency, of photomechanical and offset lithography.  
 
Lithography had been developed at the end of the 18th century and 
had become, in the course of the 19th century, the principle means by 
which image and text could be integrated. The development of the 
commercial poster, from about 1860 onwards, was a manifestation of 
the radical potential of this new technology. Whilst lithography 
offered the possibility of larger-scaled images and longer print runs 
its make-ready processes were still craft based, time-consuming and 
costly.  
 



The most important skill, within the craft tradition, was that of the 
lithographic artist who drew, by hand and in reverse, onto the 
lithographic stone. The process required a stone for each of the 
colours required by the original design. The make-ready for complex 
poster designs could, in these circumstances, take several months.  
 
Technological advance had greatly expanded the potential, in book 
publishing and printing, for a mass-market product. In general, the 
industry remained sceptical of this potential and considered its 
markets irredeemably circumscribed by class and education. It was 
left to a handful of pioneer printers and publishers to change this 
perception by creating new books for new markets. The progressive 
printers Gerard and Francis Meynell used new machinery, allied to 
the ideas of William Morris and Eric Gill, to produce inexpensive but 
typographically sophisticated books. Later, Victor Gollancz (Left 
Book Club) and Allen Lane (Penguin Books) proved that dynamic 
publishing businesses could be built from these new markets. Noel 
Carrington was the principal propagandist for colour illustrated books 
during the 1930s. 
 
The same efforts in children’s and educational publishing were 
hampered, as noted above, by the relative expense of lithographic 



crafts. The teaching of lithography in art schools, by Spenser Pryse, 
A S Hartrick, Barnett Freedman and Clarke Hutton at London’s 
Central School, produced the first generation of artist-lithographers 
who worked in autolithgography by drawing the colour separations 
themselves. The textural and original qualities of autolithography 
were much discussed in the specialist press at this time. The names 
of the Curwen and Baynard Presses are those most often associated 
with this activity along with, after about 1938, Cowell’s of Ipswich. 
 
The development of plastic-sheet lithography, called the Plasticowell 
process, by W S Cowell of Ipswich allowed artists to draw in their 
own studios rather than in the industrial spaces required by 
traditional stone lithography. The most famous books produced by 
this process are the Orlando titles by Kathleen Hale. The large 
format, rich colour and chalky texture of these books make them the 
“Rolls Royce” titles of the period. Carrington published the first of the 
Orlando books at the end of the 1930s. Amazingly, the series 
continued during the 1940s. The Cowell process was later famously 
used for the production of Brenda Rawnsley’s School Print 
lithographs. 
 
 



  
 
01. Illustrated dust wrapper and front cover design for Orlando (The Marmalade Cat) Keep a a Dog 
 by Kathleen Hale, published by Country Life and Transatlantic Arts, 1949,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
02. Title page for Orlando (The Marmalade Cat) Keep a a Dog 
 by Kathleen Hale, published by Country Life and Transatlantic Arts, 1949,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
Books 
The idea of illustrated children’s books as a progressive aid to 
teaching had been long established amongst aristocratic and middle-
class education. As noted above the printing environment in Britain 
had tended to thwart the potential of extending this idea to a wider 
demographic. In France, the publishers Flammarion had produced 
the educational illustrated titles in the series devised by Père Castor. 



More exotically, cheap illustrated Russian books had begun to 
appear in London during the 1930s. The Russian books were known 
amongst the Artists’ International, based in Whitechapel, and used 
as evidence of the opportunities afforded to artists in the Soviet 
utopia. These radical antecedents are suggested in some of the titles 
amongst the Picture Puffins; Number 25, Misha Learns English 
(1942) and illustrated by Pearl Binder for example. There are further 
international titles featuring Mexico, China (like the USSR, a wartime 
ally) and the Arabs with illustrations by Edward Bawden. 
 
In Britain, the publisher Noel Carrington working at Country Life did 
the most to promote the idea of colour illustrated books as part of an 
emerging visual culture of modernism that was educationally 
progressive without being too politically radical. In addition to his role 
at Country Life Carrington was a member of the Design and 
Industries Association and also of the Double Crown Club. The 
membership of these groups confirms Carrington’s status as a 
member of the design establishment. His role as a key player in the 
unfolding debates about modernism, national identity, utility and 
taste throughout the 1930s and 1940s is confirmed by his journalistic 
and promotional work. Carrington’s greatest legacy was the series of 



illustrated children’s books that he published for Allen Lane at 
Penguin Books under the name of Picture Puffins. 
 

 
03. Symbol of Noel Carrington’s Picture Puffin Books.  
Detail from back cover ofOn the Farm by James Gardner,  
Picture Puffin number 4, 1940,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
Carrington conceived the form of the book as printed on a single 
sheet of paper with colour on one side and black and white on the 
other. Folded, the sheets made books of 32 pages and measuring 9 
x 7 inches landscape. The format gave the artist lithographers a 
double page spread of some 18 inches to work with. Working within 
the limits of cost and layout gave the authors and artist-lithographers 



a challenge and made the books seem economical and sophisticated 
at the same time.  
 
Under Carrington’s guidance the series eventually grew to some 119 
titles and proved a staple of visual education until the emergence, at 
the end of the 1950s, of the more structured and system learning 
orientated Janet and John and Ladybird Book titles. 
 

  
 
04. Front cover design for On the Farm by James Gardner,  
Picture Puffin number 4, 1940,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
05. Back cover design for A History of the Countryside by Margaret and Alexander Potter,  
Picture Puffin number 37, 1944,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
 
 



   
06. Front cover design for The Story of Plant Life by Isabel Alexander,  
Picture Puffin number 58, 1946,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
07. Front cover design for Mitla and Lupe (Two Mexican Indian Children) 
by José Sancha,  
Picture Puffin number 85, 1948,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
Several of the Puffin titles also bear the name of another of 
Carrington’s ventures. This was Transatlantic Arts a small publishing 
venture launched by Carrington and aimed at furthering, as the name 
implies, Anglo-American goodwill. Transatlantic Arts seems to have 
been the name of Carrington’s New York office.  
 
Accordingly, the titles published with their name tell of English 
national identity and of the cultural ties binding the English-speaking 
world. Within the context of WW2 this scheme had a modest, but 



  
08. Front cover design for Pottery and its Making  
by John Thomas and Mary Sikes, Picture Puffin number 71, 1950,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
09. Illustration of Old Stoke from Pottery and its Making 
by John Thomas and Mary Sikes, Picture Puffin number 71, 1950,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
 
singular, role in supporting the transatlantic alliance. On a more 
practical basis they allowed particular Penguin titles to be sold in 
America. 
 
At home, Carrington’s projects gave perfect visual expression to the 
notions of visualisation, childhood and citizenship during a period of 
social and political transformation. Carrington was also involved in 
the production of small-format books for use in the dislocated 
circumstances during air raids. 



  
10. Front cover design for About a Motor Car by Phyllis Ladyman, 
Picture Puffin number 38, 1946, Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
11. Front cover design for The Magic of Coal by Peggy M Hart,  
Picture Puffin number 49, 1945,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
 
Number 14 of the Picture Puffin’s was Kathleen Hale’s Orlando’s 
Evening Out (1941). It was typical of Carrington that he should see 
both his Picture Puffin project and his Country Life books as 
connected and related rather than in opposition to each other. 
 
The list of artists associated with Carrington’s projects is extensive 
and gives an indication of the pleasures to be had from collecting this 
material. Amongst the artists are James Holland, James Gardner, 
Arnid Johnston, Enid Marx, S R Badmin, Diana Ross and Lionel 
Edwards.  
 



  
12. Back cover design for A Book of Trains by W J Bassett-Lowke and F E Courtney,  
Picture Puffin number 10, 1941,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
13. Back cover design for Locomotives by W J Bassett-Lowke and Paul B Mann,  
Picture Puffin number 74, 1947,  
Paul and Keren Rennie. 

 
It is not surprising that Faber and Faber should also be involved in 
the production of children’s books. They had published T S Eliot’s 
Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats in 1939. During WW2 they 
published titles by Lewitt-Him, the Polish émigré designers Jan 
Lewitt and George Him.  The series of Little Red Engine books by 
Diana Ross in 1942 was begun with illustrations by Lewitt-Him.  
Later titles were illustrated by Leslie Wood. The Oxford University 
Press also began to publish illustrated children’s books. Peter Lunn, 
the Conrad Press and Paul Elek also produced interesting illustrated 
work in the 1940s. 
 
 



  
14. Illustration by Jan Lewitt and George Him  
from The Little Red Engine Gets a Name by Diana Ross,  
published by Faber and Faber, 1942,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
15. Illustration by Jan Lewitt and George Him  
from The Little Red Engine Gets a Name by Diana Ross,  
published by Faber and Faber, 1942,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
The human cost of the war and the material hardships of the 
immediate post-war period provoked increasingly equivocal feelings 
about post-war life in Britain. These were evident in the many 
attempts to define national identity in relation to rural and historic 
elements in English culture. The passing of this, more authentic and 
permanent, world was marked by the emergence of a melancholic, 
Victorian and gothic sensibility. Edward Bawden’s illustrations have 
some of this quality, Betty Swanwick, John Minton, Brian Robb, 
Mervyn Peake and Barbara Jones a little more. The re-discovery of 
Victorian culture was pioneered, in the 1940s, by a small group of 
writers and artists. Enid Marx and Barbara Jones made a special  
 



  
16. Illustrated dust wrapper by Edward Ardizzone  
for Desbarollda The Waltzing Mouse by Noel Langley,  
published by Lindsay Drummond, 1947,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 
 
17. Illustrated dust wrapper for The Cross Purpose (A Coloured Novelette)  
by Betty Swanwick,  
published by Poetry London, 1945,  
Paul and Karen Rennie. 

 
contribution to this project by collecting and beginning to classify 
English folk art traditions. 
 
I have tried, in these notes, to give an indication of the richly varied 
material available within the unlikely circumstances of WW2 and the 
1940s in Britain. Also, I have attempted to suggest why this material 
is of particularly cultural and historical significance. It is impossible, 



within the context of this article, to give anything more than 
introductory flavour of the field.  
 
Various aspects of the history of book publishing within the context of 
war have been written up but a good deal remains to be found out. 
The ACC’s own Dictionary of 20C British Book Illustrators by Alan 
Horne is probably the best starting point. The British Library, the 
Bodleian Library in Oxford, the University of Reading Library and 
Manchester Metropolitan University Library all have significant 
collections of illustrated material from this period. The annual journal 
Matrix also contains much useful information. 
 
Here are a list of artists and their children’s books from the 1940s 
that are worth looking out for. 
 

Enid Marx was part of a class taught by Paul Nash at the Royal 
College of Art. Specialised as wood engraver and textile artist and 
was an enthusiastic collector of English folk art. Books include Bulgy 
the Barrage Balloon (1941), Nelson the Kite (1942) and The Pigeon 
Ace (1943). 
 



Edward Bawden was another graduate of Nash’s class at the RCA. 
Bawden ranks amongst the most significant British artist illustrators 
of the 20th century. Contributes to Carrington’s Puffins (1947). 
 
Tom Eckersley was a poster designer, graphic artist and educator. 
Illustrated children’s books in the 1940s including Animals on Parade 
(1947). 
 
Jan Lewitt and George Him were artist illustrators from Poland. 
Their work incorporates elements of cubism, surrealism and wit. 
Books include The Little Red Engine Gets a Name (1942) and Blue 
Peter (1943). 
 
Mervyn Peake was author, artist and illustrator. Apart from 
Gormenghast works include Captain Slaughterboard (1939), The 
Hunting of the Snark (1941) and an Ancient Mariner (1943). 
 
John Minton was an artist, illustrator and leading figure in English 
neo-romanticism. Most well known for illustrating the Elizabeth David 
books but also made illustrations for Treasure Island (1947). 
 
Betty Swanwick was an artist, teacher, poster designer and 
illustrator. Books include The Cross Purposes (1945), Lord Olly’s 
Bay (1946) and Ella’s Birthday (1946). 



 
Edward Ardizzone was creator of the Tim books (from 1936 
onwards). Probably the most prolific illustrator of his generation. 
 
Kathleen Hale created the Orlando series of autolithographed books 
(from 1938). These books are the undoubted masterpieces of their 
period. 
 
Picture Puffins are the most remarkable series of books in their 
range of subject matter and in the quality of their visual presentation. 
The combination of ideas and design sophistication allied to 
inexpensiveness and mass-production make these books symbolic 
of the high hopes and ideals of the 1940s in Britain. 
 
Most of the children's books featured here remain reasonably priced. 
Picture Puffins can be picked up for a few pounds and upwards 
depending on condition. The Orlando books are recognised as 
spectacular examples of illustration and autolithography and are 
priced accordingly. Expect to pay over £100 for early editions in good 
condition. 
 
 



Dr Paul Rennie is a specialist in visual and print culture of the 1940s 
in Britain and in the work of artist designers in Britain during the 20th 
century. He and Karen have a shop and gallery in Folkestone, Kent. 
They may be contacted by telephone 01303 242427 or through the 
internet at www.rennart.co.uk. 
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PS  
I hope to continue with the 1940s and write about illustrated books 
for grown ups and information design 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


