


By dimpled Brook, and Fountain brim,
The Wood-Nymphs, deckt with Daisies trim,

Their merry wakes and pastimes keep.
[FRONTISPIECE]
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INTRODUCTION

One of the premier artists of the Golden Age of Illustration (the 1880s
through the 1920s), Arthur Rackham was born in London in 1867. He
began building his artistic reputation while a student at the City of London
School. In his late teens he accepted a clerical position, but he continued to
draw and paint, and took up studies at the Lambeth School of Art.
Rackham’s first forays into the world of professional illustration began
when his pieces were included in the Pall Mall Budget weekly, and by 1892
he had committed himself to a full-time artistic career. Exploring a variety
of styles early on, Rackham contributed illustrations to various publications
for the next few years; his first commissioned work came in 1896. Success
built upon success, and soon he was producing images for numerous books
and children’s magazines. His career flourished throughout the early
decades of the twentieth century, and he joined the distinguished company
of the likes of Walter Crane and Kate Creenaway—and proved a leader in
new illustration markets and an inspiration for Edmund Dulac and Charles
Robinson, among others. After a long and prolific career, Arthur Rackham
died in 1939.



Comus, 1921

The works comprising Rackham’s Fairies, Elves and Goblins have been
selected from sources spanning 1905 to 1922, and include plates from
Rackham’s landmark success, his illustrations for Washington Irving’s Rip
Van Winkle. In this 1905 edition, the artist established his penchant and flair
for depicting delicately drawn fairies (see Plates 1 and 2 of this Dover
edition); grotesque goblins (Plate 3); and mischievous elves (Plate 10); as
well as truncated, dwarflike beings (Plate 6). Also included are a vision of
an astonishing juxtaposition of realistic human figures with hordes of fairies
and elves in Puck of Pook’s Hill (Plate 13); a profusely detailed and
beautifully colored image of a knight menaced by an ugly dwarf in Undine
(Plate 30); the unlikely scene of a plump human child being addressed by a
spiky chrysanthemum carrying a plaid umbrella in Peter Pan in Kensington
Gardens (Plate 37); and many more expressions of a wondrous world
inhabited by both humans and imaginary creatures.
What made Arthur Rackham one of the most revered illustrators of the
twentieth century was his individuality; his unique and soulful line quality
has allowed his work to endure the test of time. Coming into his artistic
career when line art was used almost exclusively for reproduction,



Rackham carried his consummate skills for composition with tone into his
color work. It was, however, his line technique that would carry his
imagery, and it is this facility that impresses us when we examine his work
today. The life and personality that he imparted to his characterizations was
an artistic achievement matched by few, if any, of his contemporaries.
While Rackham was a skilled line artist who could have taken up more
commercial tasks—rendering images into line art for newspapers and
illustrated magazines of the day—he had great distaste for working with
mundane subjects. Because he did not take a more commercial path,
choosing instead to select assignments that reflected his own interest in
their subject matter (such as fairy tales or literary works), he was able to put
such feeling and personality into his work.
 
Rackham’s ability to visually represent the imaginary was far ranging, from
the image of the slightest Midsummer fairy (Plate 18) to the intricate,
ferocious Dragon of the Hesperides (Plate 48). Rackham’s characters speak
to us through the artist’s use of exaggeration, posture, and expression. It is
the artist’s careful manipulation of these elements that enables his creations
to better tell a story; it also lets Rackham assign personality not only to his
characters, both human and otherwise, but also to the landscape itself. Trees
were a particular favorite, and when his texts gave him the slightest
indication as to the demeanor of a forest, Rackham would have a creative
field day, as many plates within this volume will attest. The example below,
from Hawthorne’s A Wonder Book, shows the expressive and human
qualities that Rackham would often impart to his forest residents. Look
carefully and you will detect ancient faces in the trees in Plates 16, 40, 41,
and 59. Bare branches become claw-like, and rough bark easily displays
features full of life and character. Couple this imagination with his
incredibly expressive line, and Rackham’s creatures speak with a unique
visual voice, standing out from other illustrations of the period and making
his work markedly distinct and easily identifiable. Each of the artist’s pieces
has its own technical merits: unique composition, earthy palate, and liquid
line work. It is Rackham’s wonderfully personal characters—and the stories
they tell with the life he has given them—that we see when we look at
works such as “The Little People’s Market” (Plate 45), or the mischievous
spirits in Rip Van Winkle’s Catskill Mountains (Plates 7 and 8). Here is the



full range of the artist’s own creative menagerie, revealing to us a glimpse
of the genius that brought them all to the printed page.
 
 
 
 
 

Jeff A. Menges
July 2007

A Wonder Book, 1922
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And they, so perfect in their misery,
Not once perceive their foul disfigurement,

But boast themselves more comely than before.



They come in making a riotous and unruly noise.



Calling shapes, and beckoning shadows dire.



Blew meager Hag, or stubborn unlaid ghost
That breaks his magick chains at curfeu time
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Hath hurtfull power o’re true virginity.
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By all the Nymphs that nightly dance
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Iris there, with humid bow.



Both Nightmare and Shakejoint put out their hands groping eagerly to
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They needed but little change, for they were already a scaly set of rascals.



“I am old Philemon!” murmured the oak. “I am old Baucis!” murmured the
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