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The t ales of  Beat rix Pot t er and Cicely Mary Barker's Flower Fairy series
first  graced t he bookshelves of  mult it udes of  middle-class nurseries
during t he early t went iet h cent ury. Remarkable for t he brilliance of  t heir
illust rat ions as well as t he liveliness of  t heir t ext s, t he books share a
dist inct ive perspect ive on t he int ert wining of  human life and t he nat ural
environment . The int ense love for and delight  in animals and flowers
project ed by t he aut hor-illust rat ors best owed on generat ions of
children a sense of  oneness wit h nat ure t hat  ext olled life in all forms and
drew no crit ical line bet ween t hem. Pot t er and Barker bot h used t he
met aphor of  clot hing, expressed in vivid drawings as well as in t he t ext ,
t o merge t he human world wit h t hat  of  animals and plant s. While t hey
shared t he percept ion t hat  dress may dramat ize t he point  at  which t he
nat ural and t he human worlds t ouch, and indicat e t he perceived relat ion
bet ween t he t wo, Pot t er and Barker visualized t his underst anding in very
di=erent  ways. Where Barker pict ures humanlike fairies dressed in
fashions creat ed from flowers and leaves, coverings derived from t he
nat ural world, Pot t er reverses t he dynamic, pict uring animals who wear
people's clot hes, clot hes t hat  represent  t he various classes and levels of
sophist icat ion found in human societ ies. This reversal of  approach mirrors
a significant  cont rast  in t he visions of  life t hat  inspire t he works,
part icularly wit h respect  t o t he role of  t he social environment  in
support ing or repressing children's nat ural feelings and impulses.

Bot h Barker and Pot t er were ent husiast ic observers of  nat ure,
obsessed wit h making careful, det ailed represent at ions of  what  t hey
saw. Bot h were influenced by and reflect  t he Pre-Raphaelit e concern
wit h what  Pot t er expresses as t he "somewhat  niggling but  absolut ely
genuine admirat ion for copying nat ural det ail" (Hobbs 15). [End Page 70]
Pot t er was encouraged in her work by one of  t he founders of  t he Pre-
Raphaelit e movement , family friend John Everet t  Millais, who
comment ed t hat  "plent y of  people can draw, but  you . . . have
observat ion" (Pot t er, Journal 418). Keen powers of  observat ion and a
precise bot anical or anat omical correct ness charact erize t he illust rat ions
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of bot h writ ers, and no mat t er how nat ure is represent ed it  is never
compromised; t heir passion for exact ness expresses a deference t o
nat ural forms.

Barker's drawings depict  cult ivat ed and wild f lowers alike, valuing all of
nat ure's variet y. The art ist  used her sket ches t o creat e t he most
fant ast ical wardrobe of  f lower-inspired clot hing for t he children pict ured
in her Flower Fairy series, merging bot anical accuracy wit h an imaginat ive
sense of  dress drawn from fashions of  many eras and from t heat rical
cost umes. Pot t er, t oo, used bot h nat ural and art ist ic sources for her
drawings; her sket ches and paint ings include painst aking st udies of  her
animal pet s and a scient if ic port folio of  fungi illust rat ions prepared for
t he scient ist s at  Kew Gardens. All exemplify a care and an object ive
percept ivit y akin t o Barker's. Pot t er's int erest  in clot hing and cost ume is
also evident  in t he well-chosen and carefully designed dress worn by her
animal charact ers. She made many excursions t o London art  museums
and found t he hist orical cost ume collect ions at  t he Vict oria and Albert
Museum fascinat ing, on at  least  one occasion request ing t hat  period
clot hing be removed from t he display case so t hat  she might  make
accurat e sket ches (Linder 118). The subject  of  t his part icular sket ch was
an Elizabet han coat  embroidered wit h f lowers, which she lat er included in
The Tailor of Gloucester—an int erest ing example of  t he complex
int erweaving of  nat ure and art  where nat ure represent ed in one art  form
is t ransmut ed int o yet  anot her.

The aut hor-illust rat ors share a sense of  t he significance of  clot hing;
besides it s pract ical or aest het ic aspect s, it  communicat es t o bot h
adult s and children import ant , oFen subliminal or barely recognizable,
messages about  who t hey are, who t hey would like t o be, how ot hers
view t hem, and what  is expect ed of  t hem. "Dress is not  t rivial. It  is a
necessary form of communicat ion, part icularly in urban societ y, and we
use it  all t he t ime t o convey unspoken signals t o t hose around us.
Somet imes judged immoral, it  is also a...
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