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‘The classic’ and series of children’s classics 

▪ ‘Classic’ traditionally denoted quality (Gellius 337)

▪ Additional confusion surrounding the related yet distinct term 
‘modern classic’ (Stevenson 115)

▪Classics in children’s literature are tied to ‘The Golden Age’ of 
1865 to early 1900s (Carpenter)

▪The series as a dominant mode of publishing classic works

Carpenter, Humphrey. Secret Gardens. George Allen and Unwin, 1985. 

Gellius, Aulus. Attic Nights. Translated by John Rolfe. William Heinemann, 1927.

Stevenson, Deborah. “Classics and Cannons.” The Cambridge Companion to Children’s Literature. 

Eds. Matthew Grenby and Andrea Immel. Cambridge UP, 2009. 108-124. 



Mapping British series of children’s classics 

Moretti, Franco. Distant Reading. Verso, 2013. 

▪A large scale study of series of children’s classics and modern 
classics by British publishers 

▪Adopted a distant reading approach to explore trends (Moretti)

▪ Involved identifying and compiling series 

▪ 71 series of classics (1899-) 14 series of modern classics (1924-)



‘Origins of the classic series in children’s publishing

Grenby, Matthew. “The Origins of Children’s Literature.” The Cambridge Companion to Children’s 

Literature. Eds. Matthew Grenby and Andrea Immel. Cambridge UP, 2009. 3-18. 

▪British series of children’s classics emerged at the 
turn of the twentieth century 

▪Dominated by adventure tales, fairy tales and 
nursery rhymes

▪Reflects the broader trend during this period of 
producing didactic works for children (Grenby 5)

▪Copyright had (and has) an significant impact on the 
composition of series 



Traditionalism and series of children’s classics

Altick, Richard. “From Aldine to Everyman: Cheap Reprint Series of the English Classics 1830–

1906.” Studies in Bibliography, vol. 11, 1958: pp. 3-24.  

▪ Largely works by British, male authors often 
aimed at an adult audience 

▪Material aspects reflected publishers’ series of 
adult classics

▪ Expensive objects tied to notions of quality and 
class (Altick 15)

▪ Evident in the first series of children’s classics by 
J.M. Dent 



The emergence of children’s modern classics 

▪Methuen’s series of Modern Classics published in 
1924 from London offices 

▪A greater focus on works from the start of the 
twentieth century 

▪Reflected the expansion of the children’s 
publishing industry (Grenby 6)

▪ Series of modern classics as a way to promote 
the work of contemporary children’s authors 

Grenby, Matthew. “The Origins of Children’s Literature.” The Cambridge Companion to Children’s 

Literature. Eds. Matthew Grenby and Andrea Immel. Cambridge UP, 2009. 3-18. 



Diversification through children’s modern classics  

▪Greater representation of female writers 
reflecting social shifts 

▪An emphasis on entertaining child readers due to 
changing conceptions of childhood (Grenby 7)  

▪A cheaper product reflecting shifts that happened 
with adult classics (Altick 6)

▪ Series of modern classics as more accessible

Altick, Richard. “From Aldine to Everyman: Cheap Reprint Series of the English Classics 1830–

1906.” Studies in Bibliography, vol. 11, 1958: pp. 3-24.  

Grenby, Matthew. “The Origins of Children’s Literature.” The Cambridge Companion to Children’s 

Literature. Eds. Matthew Grenby and Andrea Immel. Cambridge UP, 2009. 3-18. 



Contemporary developments 

▪British series of children’s classics have become 
more homogenised 

▪ Series of modern classics as marked by variation 
and diversification

▪ Links to a Second and a possible Third ‘Golden 
Age’ (Hunt 82)

▪Modern classics continue to represent and reflect 
the modern city  

Hunt, Peter. “The Same but Different: Conservatism and Revolution in Children’s Fiction.” 

Children’s Literature: Approaches and Territories. Eds. Janet Maybin and Nicola Watson. Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009. 70-84. 


