
Elina Druker
 is Professor of Children’s Literature at Stockholm University.

Reading, democracy and aesthetic education. Ellen Key and 
children’s literature

Abstract
 
Children’s reading and access to books was a subject of debate around the 
turn of the 20th century. One of the central figures in these discussions 
was Ellen Key, who played a significant role in shaping the educational and 
aesthetic ideals at the time. She regarded children’s literature and reading 
as means of nurturing human creativity, and the contemporary cult of the 
child was, to a large extent, inspired by her ideas. Her core belief in the 
value  of  good  everyday  art,  accessible  even  to  those  less  privileged, 
extended to children’s literature, picturebooks, and school readers, all of 
which she saw as instrumental in developing a child’s aesthetic sensibility. 
Above  all,  Key  supported  a  more  modern  approach  to  the  design  of 
children’s books, advocating for a shift away from didacticism in favor of 
artistic  expression  and  a  more child-centered  approach.  Drawing  on 
selected examples of children’s magazines and picturebooks, this paper 
explores Ellen Key’s influence on the development of children’s literature 
in the early decades of the 20th century.
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