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My thanks to Richard Overell for his kind invitation to open the Children’s Books exhibition and to Richard and the Rare Books team for producing, yet again, such an exciting opportunity for people to really engage with and learn about this collection.

Speaking of which, I extend thanks to Lindsay Shaw for initiating and continuing to generously support the collection. I’m a little biased, but I would wish that all university libraries were so well established in children’s literature and had such perceptive benefactors for the purpose! And, likewise, had librarians who continue to carefully foster the growth of such collections.
I’ve been bringing students here for the last few years. Richard has patiently ushered 140 or so students a year through the stacks and seminar rooms.  Always I hear back from students that it’s one of the best classes they’ve ever had… and usually I have a few students come to me later to tell me about their discovery of a potential first edition or rare children’s book from their grandparents’ or parents’ libraries.
Today, there is much discussion of the impact of e-books, but the one thing I notice is that when it comes to children’s books, people are incredibly attached to the physical book.  It’s about the book you had when you were seven and first read Blinky Bill or your grandmother’s copy of The Magic Pudding that she read to you from. It’s not merely nostalgia. It’s the actual reading experience.

If books do, indeed, progressively move to the e-format, I honestly have doubts about whether children’s literature will follow – it’s too much about the aesthetic and sensation of the material. Children’s literature is about the tactile, the engagement with the physical book, the pop-up castles, fluffy bunny tails you can touch, the energetic pen strokes describing a koala in spats, the look and feel and smell of the pages, of the illustrations, of the words, as you will see exhibited in many of the cabinets in even just this room.
This is why many of the great innovations are adopted early in children’s books – the use of colour, of embossing, of moveable parts etc – and this is why many children’s books don’t survive.  They’re literally loved to death or, perhaps less romantically, absorbed into what might be called ‘the great destructive playtime’.  They’re drawn in, torn, soaked in baths or puddles, sometimes eaten – sometimes smeared with strawberry jam – stuffed to the bottom of school bags.  They have lived real lives and are not immortal. One of my favourite books, that I collected recently, is a first edition of The Muddle Headed Wombat in which the young owner gave Tabby braids throughout.  The frontispiece features the Muddle Headed Wombat in a colourful array of crayon scarves, belly button added, and a note “Daddy”.  Obviously, the artistic owner saw something of her Dad in the chief protagonist.  But this is the true state of children’s books – it’s messy, destructive, energetic, and what makes collections such as these important is that we can rescue some examples from this warzone!
It is a warzone for future readers, but many of the perceptions about it are all wrong.  I’d like to share a couple I find a little amusing.  One, that children’s literature is more imaginative, having to appeal to the greater imagination of children… as if adults have no imagination at all.  Also, that children won’t put up with being bored.  Many children’s authors talk of having to pace their stories quickly, because their readers will lose interest if the story drags.  Almost as if adults will put up with being bored by their books?
But most of all, there’s a perception that only people interested in what children read will be interested in children’s literature –it becomes about the readers rather than the incredible books themselves. To be honest, I didn’t read much children’s literature as a child – I was buried in Pride and Prejudice and Hamlet, although I admit I was into the latter for the sword fights and poisonings. I actually came to children’s literature as an adult and oh, what a time I’ve had! Wizards flying about on broomsticks, naughty imps of girls writing salacious trash, gloomy toy donkeys, other mothers with buttons for eyes, puddings that run and talk. 

The thing is, children’s literature can be judged in its own right as literature.  I long to see children’s books once in a while released from the corral we’ve herded them into and taught side by side with Austen or Carey or Chaucer.  Once upon a time, people knew that adults and children could thrill to the same tales.  We’re starting to discover that again and this collection – this exhibition – is so important in giving us the tools to understand that.
