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avthor Virginia Lee Burton also created a
desian collective. By Jean Nathan.

or more than 70
years, the classic
children’s books ol
Virginia Lee Burton—
among them Mike Mulli-
gan anel His Steenn Shavel
and The Litile Hnpe—have
captivated generations of
reanclers young and old, Buy
Burton was also the creative
force behind a highly success-
Tul textile collective called the
Folly Cove Designers. Named
for the area near Gloucester,
Mussachusetis, where Burton
livied and worked, the groupset
anew divection in fabric design
during the resurgence of Amer-
ican folk art in the thirties, Like
Burion's bright, warmbearted
books, Folly Cove prints have
a timeless and universal ap-
peal, At the same time, these
colarful, handeralied designs,
bursting with natural motils,
could have been taken off the
spring runways. As Harold
Koda, the head curator of the
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Met's Costume In-
stitute, says, “There
iz 0 kind of sweetness
aned ulopian quality to their
project. They satisly our nos-
talgia for free-spirited, lree-
thinking imagining."”
Burton’s richly productive
life is nn inspiring tale of Tash-
ioning new worlds. Jinnee,
as she was known, was born
in 1909 1o Alfred Burton, an
engineer and dean at M.LT,,
and the much yvounger Lena
Yates, a British artist and
writer. Claiming the MNew En-
gland winters were ruining her
health, her mother uprooted
Jinnee ane her brother and
sister to California in 1917,
then left the Gamily altogether
in 1925, when she fell in love
with a former student of her
hushand's. The three children
were separated, with Jlinnee
Leing sent to a foster home.
With resilience and deter-
mination, Burton set hersights
on becoming a dancer, taking
ballet lessons—and also win-
ning a stule scholarship o the
California School of Fine Arts
in San Francisco, “Overcom-
ing ohstacles was very much
how Jinnee saw the world,”
says Christine Lundberg,
who conceived and produced
Firginia Lee Burion: A Sense
of Place, Directed by Rawn
Fulton, this cnlighlening new
documentary film, which ex-
plores her life and art, will be
shown this month at the Ma-
tional Museum fves >/58
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of Women in the Arts in
Washington, D.C. “She was
1 working in a man’s world,”
Lundberg continues. “1n that
sense, she was a pioneer.”

In 1928, the now strikingly
beautiful nineteen-year-old
“ witha megawatt smile and a
lithe dancer's body was back
East in Boston with her aging
& Father, when she was invited
< Lojoin adance group in New
© York City. But then her Father
broke his leg. Burton changed
< course o stay home and care
for him, channeling her ap-
titude for drawing into a job
as a “sketcher™ on the Boston
Transeripr, ltwasin a drawing
class at the Boston Museum
" Schoolin the fall of 1930 that
she metand fell in love with the
sculplor George Demetrios,
her handsome Greek teacher,

They married that spring.

-~ After the birth of their son
Aristides, in 1932, the Family
moved to the Folly Cove area
of Gloucester, Massachu-
setts, a picturesque seaside
community on Cape Ann,
By 1935, when their second
son, Michael, was born, the
Depression had taken its woll
on their finances, and Burton
decided to try her hand at
children’s books as a way Lo
generale income,

“My hirst book, Jonnifer
Lint, was about a picce of
dust,” Burton wrote afier
winning the 1943 Caldecott
Medal, the Pulitzer Prize
of illustrated children’s lit-
eratare, for The Linte Howse:
o Her Story. “My lriends and |
thought it was very clever, but
* thirtcen publishers disagreed
{ with us, and when | Ninally
== gol the manuscript back and
, read it to Aris, age threesod-
- a-hall, he went Lo sleep be-
| fore 1 could even finish it.”
¢ Characteristically, Burton
persevered. " From thenon |

e S
worked with and for my awdi-
ence, 1y own children.”

The runaway success of her
second attempt, Choo Clioa:
The Story af a Liitle Engine
Wheo Ran Away, published
in 1937, launched her career
and enabled the Fanily 1o buy
asmall 1830s carriage house
and barn on seven acres in

Folly Cove that the author aned ¥

illustrator would immortalize
in The Little Howse, Burion
went on Lo produce six more
books, all but one of which
had an anthropomorphized
female protagonist ina mas-
culine world, whether a steam
shovel named Mary Anneora
tractor-cunsnowplow named
Katy, a subliminal but potent
feminist message. Says Aris,
now 76, “From her books 1
learned that no matier what is
thrown at you, you cdeal with it
and keep going. That theme is
all through her work.”

Her work as the master-
mind of the Folly Cove De-
signers began in 1938, when a
local woman who taught violin
asked Burton to give her draw-
ing lessons in exchange lor
music lessons for Aris. Burlon
soon became a pied piper to
Folly Cove's grown-up set.

With Burton's advice Lo
“draw what you know, draw
what you sce,” her siudenis
began integrating the elements
ol their daily life and land-
seape inlo highly patterned,
vibrant designs carved onlo
linoleum-covered woodblocks
that could be printed onto cot-
ton and silk. Reminiscent of
Liberty and William Morris
prints, these whimsical de-
signs, which soon decorated
everything from wallpaper to
summer dresses, also lollow
the Morris credo 1o combine
the uselul with the beautilul.

The early forties were a pe-
riod of extraordinary produc-
tivity lor Burton as she created
her best-known books and
Folly Cove Designers—by then
25 strong—began retailing its
work. In 1944, Lord & Taylor
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bought nonexclusive rights 1o
five designs, which they pro-
moted in their store windows
ancl in ads that brought media
attention, ncluding articles in
Life magazine and The New
York Timees, and manulactur-
ing deals with textile firms, F.
Schumacher among them,
Despite an uncanny ability to
tap into what her audiences
wanted, Burton had little en-
trepreneurial ambition, When
aNew York department-store
buyer told her that she could
increase profits of the design
collective by turning to com-
mercial manufacturing meth-
ods, and so be able 1o drive a
Ruolls-Royee, Burton repliecd,
“1 like my Ford.”

After Burton's death in
1968, the Folly Cove Dicsign-
ers decided to disband, donat-
ing their sample books and
other artilacts to the Cape
Ann Museum in Gloucester,
where the work is on perma-
nent exhibition, The designs
are also in textile collections,
including that of the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston. Pieces
accasionally turn up in estate
sales and auctions, where they
are highly sought alter by pri-
vate collectors, As Andrew

IWhen a buyver told her
she could increase profils
anel so be able to drive
a Rolls-Rovee, Burton
replied, “ like my 1 'lfﬂr.-”
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always get snapped up.”
Burton's wrilten works, in
contrast, remain widely avail-
able. “We cannot imagine ever
letting them go out of print,”
sitys Betsy Groban, the cur-
rent “steward of her legacy™ al
Houghton Milflin, Burton's
publisher, which has sold nearly
7 million copies of her books.
Says Groban, “She was a
rara avis in the world of chil- &
cren's books and in the larger
creative world—a brilliant art-
ist, a magnificent poet, an ide-
alist, and a feminist, although
she may not have used that
word, who poured so much
of herself into creating en-
during works ol art, first for
her own children and now §
for ours,” [ pati =160




