CHARLES ROBINSON (1870 - 1937)
The second son of the wood-engrav er
and illustrator Thom as Robinson,
Charles was born in Islington in 1 87 0.
Unlike his artist brothers Tom and
William , he was nev er able to study art
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full tim e. He attended the Highbury
School of Art for a short tim e before being
apprenticed to the lithographic printers

Waterlow and Sons. On com pleting his apprenticeship, he enrolled at the Roy al
Academ y schools, but almost im mediately abandoned his studies there due to
lack of finances, continuing at ev ening classes at the West London School of Art
and at Heatherley's.
An instinctiv e draughtsman and colourist, Robinson did not find this lack of
formal training an im pedim ent to his career as an illustrator. His first
published drawings were for three children's prim ers published by MacMillan,
and their fav ourable review in The Studio m agazine, followed by an article on
his work the following month (E.B.S.) got his career off to a fly ing start in 1 89 5.
The editor of that m agazine introduced him to the publisher John Lane, who
com missioned him to illustrate an edition of Robert Louis Stev enson's A Child's
Garden of Verses in the same y ear. Drawing on a v ariety of sources for
inspiration, including Dürer's engravings, early Venetian printing, and the
m ore contemporary ideas of William Morris and Walter Crane, Robinson
produced a series of decorativ e and original illustrations which, together with
his ov erall design for the book, won him wide acclaim . In 1 89 6 he m ade a
1

drawing for Volume 1 1 of The Yellow Book called “The Child World.” He also
produced a num ber of parodies of Beardsley ’s sty le that were published in a
y ellow-bound booklet with a text by Robinson as “Christm as Dreams” by Awfly
Wierdly .
Ov er the next ten y ears he was inundated with com m issions for book and
m agazine work, initially in black and white, but increasingly in colour as well;
for som e of the coloured work he was able to em ploy his skills as a lithographer.
Inevitably , som e of his work from this period shows signs of haste, and on
occasions he ev en adapted discarded drawings by his brothers to m eet a pressing
com mission. But at his best, Robinson showed a sureness and facility of line, and
an unfailing appreciation of the decorativ e possibilities of illustration rarely
equalled by his contem poraries.
The roy alties from his edition of A Child's Garden of Verses and the com m issions
that followed prov ided the security he needed to m arry Edith Mary Fav att in
April 1 89 7 . The wedding guests included John Lane and Ev ely n Sharp, and the
cerem ony was conducted by Percy Dearmer. Their first hom e was in West End
Lane, Ham pstead. When their first child, named after her m other, was born in
1 89 8, the future looked secure for the y oung fam ily. Howev er, by 1 9 1 0 when
their sixth and last child, Geoffrey , was born, work was harder to com e by , and
well paid only for those artists com mercially in the first rank. Charles was
therefore fortunate to hav e m arried a wife who, although not an artist herself,
proved to be a constant source of support and encouragem ent to him .
The onset of the First World War brought considerable hardship to Robinson and
his fam ily . The years leading up to the war had seen him produce som e of his
finest work in colour, including The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett
and The Sensitive Plant by Percy By sshe Shelley in 1 9 11 , The Big Book of Fables
by Walter Jerrold and Bee: Princess of Dwarves by Anatole France in 1 91 2 and,
perhaps the best of his books, Oscar Wilde's The Happy Prince in 1 9 1 3 . Howev er,
for these books Charles Robinson earned nothing like the sum s paid to Arthur
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Rackham and Edm und Dulac, or even to his brother William . With the
restrictions im posed by the war, opportunities for book illustration were few and
Robinson was reduced to such m undane tasks as decorativ e lettering for story
titles in magazines. He tried his hand at both hum orous drawing and
adv ertising, but with little success. Being too old for the regular forces, he
enrolled as a m ember of the Volunteer Training Corps during the hostilities,
and reached the rank of Second Lieutenant.
After the war, work from m agazines such as The Graphic, Pearson's Magazine,
Pears' Annual and The Royal Magazine enabled him to earn a modest liv ing and
the fam ily m ov ed to Botley in Buckingham shire. There Robinson concentrated
on watercolour for m agazine and com m ercial work, as well as for sale to
collectors. His pictures had been exhibited at the Roy al Academ y Sum m er
Exhibition on a num ber of occasions starting in 1 898, and he now exhibited at
the Roy al Institute of Painters in Water Colours. He was elected a m em ber of the
RI for Painters in Water Colours in 19 3 2 , which m ust hav e giv en him great
pleasure, especially given his lack of form al training.
At fam ily gatherings it was alway s Charles who took the lead in any
entertainm ents, and he was, with his brothers, a founder m em ber of an
inform al social club, the Frothfinders Federation, taking a leading role in its
activ ities. Like his brother Will, he was a m em ber of the London Sketch Club
and of The Sav age Club, serv ing as President of the form er in 1 92 6 and 1 9 2 7 . It
therefore cam e as a great shock to his fam ily and friends that one who was so
full of life should be suddenly taken ill and die in the sum m er of 1 9 3 7 at the age
of 67 . In his spare tim e he had lov ed to build m odel ships, and left a m odel of a
galleon unfinished at his death.
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