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ACQUISITIONS/ELSA BESKOW’S ILLUSTRATIONS FOR THE TALE OF THE LITTLE, LITTLE OLD WOMAN

“Once upon a time there was a little, little
old woman, who had a little, little house...”
With this traditional turn of phrase begins
the equally untraditional and influential
classic of Swedish children’s literature,
Sagan om den lilla, lilla gumman (The Tale
of the Little, Little Old Woman), created by
one of the pre-eminent Swedish children’s
book illustrators and authors, Elsa Beskow
(1874-1953). It was her first book and was
originally published in 1897 (Fig. 1).

Elsa Beskow has described how she
drew inspiration for the book from, among
others, the English designer and illustrator
Walter Crane (1845-1915), whose work she
had seen at an exhibition organised by the
Swedish Association for Art (Sveriges all-
ménna konstférening, SAK) in Stockholm
in 1896.! Among the works on display were
Crane’s original illustrations for classics
of children’s literature such as Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s (1804-1864) A Wonder Book
for Girls and Boys (1892, original edition
1851), a few of which were acquired at the
time by the Nationalmuseum.? Beskow was
perhaps especially impressed by Crane’s
own children’s book Flora’s Feast (1889).
On seeing the originals for this work, she
realised that Crane’s style, and general
sense of design, closely matched what she
herself had had in mind as she sought to
realise her long-held dream of creating
a children’s book of her own.? Although
unquestionably influenced by Crane’s
use of line, Beskow’s illustrations are
more intimate compared with the

Elsa Beskow’s Illustrations for
The Tale of the Little, Little Old Woman (1897, c. 1947)

Daniel Prytz
Curator, 18th-Century Painting, Drawings and Prints
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ET VAR EN GANG EN LITEN LITEN GUMMA
SOM HAPE EN LITEN LITEN STUGA
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Fig. 1 Elsa Beskow (1874-1953), “Once upon a time there was a little, little old woman who had a little, little
house”, Illustration for The Tale of the Little, Little Old Woman, revised edition 1950, c.1949. Watercolour,
pencil, pen and ink, on paper, c. 320 x 310 mm. Purchase: Sophia Giesecke Fund. Nationalmuseum,
NMH 5/2019.
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Fig. 2 Elsa Beskow (1874-1953), “And a little, little cat that said meow”,
Illustration for The Tale of the Little, Little Old Woman, revised edition 1950,
¢.1949. Watercolour, pencil, pen and ink, on paper, c. 320 x 310 mm. Purchase:
Sophia Giesecke Fund. Nationalmuseum, NMH 7/2019.

Pre-Raphaelite-inspired, quasi-mediaeval
appearance of his work*

Beskow’s book is an adaptation of an
old Swedish nursery rhyme, in which the
artist harmoniously integrates the pictures
with the handwritten words.” Beskow’s
maternal grandmother had been very keen
on fairy tales and nursery rhymes, and The
Tale of the Little, Little Old Woman was
one of the ones she told most frequently.
According to Beskow, however, the direct
model for the old woman was a lady who
sold Easter twigs in Ostermalmstorg
square in Stockholm. At the time, Beskow
was teaching drawing at Anna Whitlock’s
school in Stockholm. To be able to focus on
other work in between her classes, which
were quite scattered, she rented a studio at
Johannesgatan 10, not far from the school.
Beskow has described the conception of
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Fig. 3 Elsa Beskow (1874-1953), The Tale of the Little, Little Old Woman, title
page for the second Swedish edition 1909, reused in the revised Swedish edition
1950, ¢.1908. Watercolour, pencil, pen and ink, on paper, c. 265 x 235 mm.

Purchase: Sophia Giesecke Fund. Nationalmuseum, NMH 4,/2019.

the book in this small studio as a happy and
enjoyable time.® Her interpretation of the
subject has a cheerful charm and joy which
create a rare and special childlike feeling,
perhaps in particular through her narrati-
ve use of various sound effects such as Moo
and Meow, which was unusual for those
times (Fig. 2). According to the artist’s own
account, the circles of geranium and clover
for example, which frame the different
scenes, can be likened to windows through
which the reader, or viewer, peeks into the
world of the little, little old woman and, by
extension, the world of childhood.”

Both Beskow’s choice of subject and her
specific artistic approach to it could, to
some extent, be viewed in the light of ideas
from both the National Romantic and the
Arts and Crafts movement. The nursery
rhyme, in this case one considered speci-
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fically Swedish and squarely placed in an
idealised Swedish countryside, is framed
in a contemporary artistic aesthetic and
medium, the children’s book, perfectly
suited to fostering good citizens through
the propagation of good art.? Yet there is
nothing really didactic about the book.
Rather than defining the scenes and set-
tings of the narrative in an overly literal,
in-your-face manner, Beskow’s illustra-
tions instead capture their essence, with
afew choice details suggesting a larger
world, always leaving a door, or window,
open for the child’s own imagination. A
characteristic of Beskow’s art which Tove
Jansson (1914-2001), for one, has praised.’
As ayoung woman artist presenting
quite a pioneering children’s book for
consideration by the publishers
Wahlstrém and Widstrand, she naturally
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Fig. 4 Elsa Beskow (1874-1953), “Shoo kitty!!!!”, Illustration for The Tale of the
Little, Little Old Woman, revised edition 1950, c.1949. Watercolour, pencil,
pen and ink, on paper, c. 320 x 310 mm. Purchase: Sophia Giesecke Fund.
Nationalmuseum, NMH 14,/2019.

felt some trepidation. But to her surprise
they liked her work, and although the ori-
ginal recompense was quite small for the
time, she was pleased that the book would
soon be published.’ It quickly became very
popular. The work was reprinted several
times, internationally as well as in Sweden,
and over the years the editions saw a num-
ber of changes. For example, the title page
was revised for the second edition because
the artist had married and changed her
surname from Maartman to Beskow." But
she also took the opportunity to edit and
make additions to the actual illustrations,
including some that could underline the
little old woman’s both jaunty and diligent
disposition: a steaming teacup, a ball of
thread and a flower pot with a smiling face
(Fig. 3).

Fig. 5 Elsa Beskow (1874-1953), “And the cat ran to the forest never to return.
But perhaps he still came home in the end. E.B.” Illustration for The Tale of the
Little, Little Old Woman, revised edition 1950, ¢.1949. Watercolour, pencil,

pen and ink, on paper, c. 320 x 310 mm. Purchase: Sophia Giesecke Fund.
Nationalmuseum, NMH 15/2019.

The original ending of the tale - “Shoo
kitty!!!!” (Fig. 4) — was perhaps somewhat
abrupt, and at the prompting of the pu-
blisher, who remembered the end of the
nursery rhyme differently, she later added
a further page describing the final fate of
the cat: “and the cat ran to the forest
never to return”.'? In the additional illus-
tration, the cat is perched on a branch
high up in a typical Swedish pine tree

(Fig. 5). Here the cat, and its enigmatic
expression, are at the same time quite
reminiscent of John Tenniel’s 1820-1914)
classicillustration of the Cheshire Cat

in Lewis Carroll’s (1832-1898) Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland (1865)."° Further
evidence, perhaps, of how Beskow drew
inspiration from English children’s book
illustration.
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Unfortunately, Beskow’s drawings for the
original edition were lost at an early stage.
They had been transferred to lithographic
stones which, because of all the reprints,
eventually became completely worn, re-
sulting in increasingly poor reproduction
of line and colour."* Probably as a result of
Bonniers taking over the publishing rights
in the late 1940s, Beskow was commis-
sioned to create new illustrations based on
the old printed ones, but now edited and
adapted for the photographic printing pro-
cess.”” These illustrations, together with
the original for the title page of the second
edition which was preserved and reused in
the reworked edition, were recently acqui-
red by the Nationalmuseum.

Although Beskow was more or less
obliged to redo the illustrations, this also
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meant that, in her twilight years, she had
an opportunity to artistically revisit her
breakthrough work one last time. Interes-
tingly, Beskow later described how she had
never felt that the lithographer who had
transferred her original drawings to the
printing blocks in 1897 had really managed
to capture the likeness of her work.!® In the
new illustrations, she changed the appea-
rance of the cat drawn as part of the initial
letter of the title on the cover, for instance.
In addition, her experience as a mother
and grandmother in the years since the
original publication of the book had led her
to believe in the need for comforting words
at the end of a fairy tale or nursery rhyme.
She therefore modified the end of the story
even further. A line was added that could
possibly put at ease the minds of those
who were still wondering where the old
woman’s cat disappeared to: “But perhaps
he still came home in the end. E.B.”.”

The fact that the reproductive technique
was now photographic meant compara-
tively less detail in the lines and colour
hues from the outset, something that was
clearly taken into account by Beskow
when redoing the illustrations.!® This gave
them a slightly simplified, but at the same
time perhaps more immediate expres-
sion which, incidentally, was quite well
matched to the kind of children’s book
illustration that was fashionable in the mid
20th century.”

Elsa Beskow compared the instant
critical and public success that The Tale of
the Little, Little Old Woman received upon
its release in 1897 to the cat’s step up onto
the stool in the story: it was to be her first
step on a new path, with a clear intention
of continuing upwards.?® Which, in turn,
resulted in one of the most distinguished
careers in Swedish children’s book illustra-
tion, encompassing numerous other clas-
sics such as Tomtebobarnen (Children of
the Forest, 1910), the original illustrations
of which are also in the collections of the
Nationalmuseum.*
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