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For Helen, who dreamt it


“Remember always that the parents buy the books, and that the children never read them.”

—Samuel Johnson, quoted by Hester Lynch Piozzi, Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson, LL.D.,

During the Last Twenty Years of His Life

“SOME PIG”

—E. B. White, Charlotte’s Web
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Introduction

The New England Primer, thought to be the first American children’s book, was published in Boston circa 1690. Through numerous editions it remained popular into the nineteenth century, though I can’t imagine that any actual child, no matter how pious or masochistic or dull-witted, read it with much relish. Here, for instance, is one of the lessons from a 1777 edition (you will have to imagine the grim little woodcuts that accompanied it):

Love God.

Use no ill words.

Fear God.

Tell no Lies.

Serve God.

Hate Lies.

The Primer offered secular commandments as well:

Cheat not in your play.

Strive to learn.

Play not with bad boys.

Be not a Dunce.

If any children are reading this, that is actually not bad advice, to be not a dunce. Nevertheless, I quote it both to make easy sport of the past and to underline the fact that, while the painting, music, drama, and political philosophies of the eighteenth century have much to recommend them, no one would say that children’s literature was one of the era’s glories. Or, to put it another way: anglophone readers living in the twenty-first century should be very grateful for Dr. Seuss.

And for Beverly Cleary.

And for Margaret Wise Brown, Louisa May Alcott, Mark Twain, Beatrix Potter, L. Frank Baum, A. A. Milne, Laura Ingalls Wilder, C. S. Lewis, E. B. White, Maurice Sendak, Ezra Jack Keats, Russell Hoban, Eric Carle, Judy Blume, Mildred D. Taylor, Kevin Henkes, and Ian Falconer.

It should go without saying that the best children’s literature is every bit as rich and rewarding in its concerns, as honest and stylish in execution, as the best adult literature—and also as complicated, stubborn, conflicted, and mysterious. Like any worthwhile art, great children’s books are capable of speaking in many different ways to many different readers. You and I might each take something very different away from Goodnight Moon or The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, just as we might from Invisible Man or La Dolce Vita. And what we take away may well surprise or upset us. As the novelist and critic Alison Lurie writes in Don’t Tell the Grown-Ups: The Subversive Power of Children’s Literature, the most perceptive kids’ authors “have had the ability to look at the world from below and note its less respectable aspects, just as little children playing on the floor can see the chewing gum stuck to the underside of polished mahogany tables and the hems of silk dresses held up with safety pins.” Raise the perspective a few feet, to see the soup stains on ties and the sour expressions on faces that think they aren’t being watched, and you have a pretty good description of what the better adult novelists do as well.

Lurie is one of a number of astute and lively writers on children’s literature who have emerged in recent decades. Two more favorites of mine are Leonard S. Marcus, the critic, biographer, and historian; and the late Maurice Sendak, who was not only the creator of what will surely be some of the most enduring picture books of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, but also a knowing, entertaining, and always generous critic. (It is almost unfair how good a critic Sendak was, though it is nice to have him in your pocket as a rejoinder whenever anyone insists that only people who can’t make art bother with criticism.) The New Yorker has a long history of taking kids’ books seriously and in recent years has published terrific essays on the subject by Joan Acocella, Adam Gopnik, Louis Menand, and John Updike. You will see their names cited throughout this book, and I am grateful to them for their insights and inspiration. I am equally indebted to the biographers listed at the back of this book; happily, someone has written at least one good life of nearly every major nonliving figure in children’s literature. I hope an ambitious author gets cracking soon on Sendak.

But just as children’s books are cordoned off in cozy kiddie sections at libraries and bookstores, and in isolated (though profitable) imprints in publishing houses, so too when it comes to criticism. It’s a shame, for instance, that The Horn Book Magazine, which has been covering children’s literature since 1924, isn’t more widely read; it’s full of smart, graceful writing. Elsewhere, however, kids’ books are often written about in one of two limiting ways: either tightly swaddled in academicese, with all the spirit sweated out of them—“Seuss’s books share with many others of the 1950s and 1960s an argument for the aesthetic life amid the everyday,” sigh—or reviewed in strictly utilitarian terms as if books were cars or blenders being tested by Consumer Reports: Is this the sort of story that will engage a child? Does it lend itself to reading aloud? Can I give it as a gift without fear of embarrassment? Will it get the kids to go to sleep before the Game Six tip-off?

Not that those aren’t legitimate questions. Here is another: Why haven’t picture books earned the same pop culture cachet that comics and graphic novels have? Picture books are like poetry to comics’ prose, a form every bit as sophisticated if not more so, and no less worthy of adults’ attention and enjoyment. In a fairer world, Ferdinand the bull, Olivia the pig and Sam-I-Am the whatever-he-is, would be mentioned right alongside Krazy Kat, Superman, Popeye, Charlie Brown, and Lucy when discussing archetypal American characters. They might even deserve a seat at the table with Huck and Gatsby.

But this book is not an argument—or maybe it is, but only implicitly. One thing I hope to convey is the sheer pleasure of reading children’s books, not just to whatever children you have on hand but also for your own enjoyment and enlightenment. As Ursula K. Le Guin has written, “Revisiting a book loved in childhood may be principally an act of nostalgia; I knew a woman who read The Wizard of Oz every few years because it ‘made her remember being a child.’ But returning after a decade or two or three to The Snow Queen or Kim, you may well discover a book far less simple and unambiguous than the one you remembered. That shift and deepening of meaning can be a revelation both about the book and yourself.”

I can second that. One of the unexpected joys of parenthood, for me, was reencountering books from my childhood that I had loved and that, much to my relief, I found I still loved. Reading bedtime stories to my kids (daughter Zoë, son Isaac; two years apart) was—not always, but often—like revisiting a favorite old neighborhood after many years and finding not only that it hadn’t been chain-stored into submission or paved over altogether, but that it was far more interesting and complex than I knew. I had vivid childhood memories of Dr. Seuss, like every American born in the past sixty years, but I was surprised by just how aggressive some of his stories are—to the point that many Seuss characters seem to be sublimating anger or frustration in a way that might strike a parent as very, even too familiar. (We all have those feelings . . . no?) I had vivid memories of Beverly Cleary’s suburban comedies, too, but was struck and moved, as I read the books to my kids more or less sequentially, by the deepening emotional richness of her novels; you could sense her growing as an artist on the page, especially as her focus moves from Henry Huggins and his dog, Ribsy, to the sisters Beezus and Ramona. Her masterpiece, Ramona the Pest, a psychologically acute study of a girl struggling against social conventions (in her case, kindergarten’s), is like Henry James with much shorter sentences. I’m sort of joking, but I’m sort of not, and a few years after I first had this epiphany I discovered that Beatrix Potter had also garnered comparisons to James, and from no less an authority than Graham Greene, so if you find the reference a bit much, blame him too.

Some reunions disappointed. I had loved Curious George and its sequels as a kid but, thirty years on, I discovered the books carried with them a stale, colonial aroma. I also wearied of the series’ random, and-then-this-happened narratives, which reminded me of the long, rambling, frankly boring stories that young children themselves tell. (In my experience, kids’ drawings and paintings tend to be far more engaging than kids’ narratives.) A few years post–Curious George, my children and I took up Madeleine L’Engle. I remembered A Wrinkle in Time as gripping, mind-expanding, and spooky, and it was still all that, though it also proved preachy and on close inspection harbored within its interplanetary adventure a now dated Cold War fable about collectivism—Ayn Rand for kids. That I could forgive, or even find interesting in an archaeological way; a less forgivable problem is that the novel ends abruptly and unsatisfyingly.

Oh well. Taste is always a mystery, and never more so than with children. At one point when my kids were very young and particularly unfathomable, they couldn’t get enough of a series of books based on the Disney Winnie-the-Pooh movies. These were clumsily written, banal little stories about being nice to your friends, taking care of the environment, celebrating differences—the twenty-first-century, middle-class American version of Serve God / Hate lies.1 The illustrations, ham-handed takeoffs on Disney’s already watered-down versions of E. H. Shepard’s original illustrations, were hopeless; and is there any cultural artifact more dispiriting than a shoddy children’s book? Less stories than licensing deals, these were a cheap corporate product in the guise of something nourishing. Eventually I got fed up with reading them over and over and decided to force the kids to listen to the original A. A. Milne books, which I found charming and droll and they, shrugging off the whimsy and irony, found only “OK” (their go-to adjective in those days when damning with faint praise).

But then, in the final chapter of The House at Pooh Corner, came this curveball:

Christopher Robin was going away. Nobody knew why he was going; nobody knew where he was going; indeed, nobody knew why he knew that Christopher Robin was going away. But somehow or other everyone in the Forest felt that it was happening at last.

Milne never explains precisely what is going on here, but I take it to mean that Christopher Robin is being shipped off to boarding school, or maybe some heartless parent or governess has told him that he is getting too grown up to be talking to stuffed animals. Whatever the reason for his leaving, the crux of the story is that Christopher Robin has to break the bad news to Pooh. They go off for a walk together in the Hundred Acre Wood, discussing the special joys of doing “Nothing.” They keep walking and talking about this and that, and you start to get the feeling that Christopher Robin is stalling for time, putting off the painful inevitable. Finally, from out of nowhere, he blurts:

“I’m not going to do Nothing anymore.”

“Never again?” [asks Pooh.]

“Well not so much. They don’t let you.”

Pooh, the bear of little brain, doesn’t quite understand that, well, Christopher Robin is breaking up with him; he has only an inchoate sense that his world is changing and not for the better. And poor Christopher Robin, like so many males in this position, can’t quite get the words out, stammering like a Hugh Grant character. It’s a wrenching scene, in its way; Pooh’s uncomprehending innocence makes it feel nearly cruel:

“Pooh,” said Christopher Robin earnestly, “if I—if I’m not quite—” he stopped and tried again—“Pooh, whatever happens, you will understand, won’t you?”

“Understand what?”

“Oh nothing.” He laughed and jumped to his feet. “Come on!”

“Where?” said Pooh.

“Anywhere,” said Christopher Robin.

As I read this aloud, I couldn’t help weeping. It’s a story, of course, about leaving childhood behind, which for poor baffled Pooh, the one being left—the one who really exists only in Christopher Robin’s imagination—is a kind of death. I naturally thought about my own kids growing up, which for a parent is another kind of death, or, more to the point, an intimation of one’s own. Isn’t it ourselves we’re really mourning when we say, Oh my God, they grow up so fast? (My wife counters with a vehement “No.”)

All this was swirling through my head as I read, tears spilling down my face, and my heartless kids couldn’t have cared less. They were just glad the book, which they had endured to humor me, was almost over. I tried to explain what was going on between Pooh and Christopher Robin, and why that moved me, but they already understood it fine, they just didn’t find it particularly sad; I guess they were used to abandoning toys and getting on with the next phase in life.2 But forget them. I had been moved and provoked when I might have least expected it: reading The House at Pooh Corner.

•  •  •

I can’t honestly recall if I read or was read Milne as a kid. The books I do remember reading, even the ones that I have cited as childhood favorites over the years, I don’t think I gave much thought to before reencountering them as a parent and then embarking on this project. Many of us say we loved Green Eggs and Ham or The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe or Charlotte’s Web when we were young, but that’s often where the conversation ends, in a hazy, nostalgic glow—a seminal reading experience reduced to a yearbook page. I hope this book will shed light on why we loved the books we loved, and on the social and personal contexts that produced them in the first place; what they meant to their authors and illustrators; and why, too, they sometimes fall short or even veer off into the ditch. You don’t have to be an easy mark to appreciate these works; in fact, a hard, skeptical eye is better. The journalist and critic Ron Rosenbaum, whom I’ve long admired, used to have a column in the New York Observer called “The Edgy Enthusiast”; that is a rubric I hope to channel here.

Roughly speaking, this book is organized chronologically, by the ages of intended readerships, beginning with picture books for the youngest children and moving on through chapter books and then to novels that just kiss the border of young adult fiction, maybe crossing over once or twice.3 I’ve tried to weave in a parallel narrative showing the way the best authors and illustrators not only address the needs of different age groups but also challenge them, broadening worlds and stretching imaginations. I’d like to think there’s an implicit coming-of-age story here—literally by the book.

Start with Goodnight Moon, which has probably put more toddlers to sleep than any other book in history; it also prods them to begin making sense of the world beyond their own noses, finding gentle drama in just looking around—and listening. (Goodnight noises everywhere). Stories that take love as their subject, such as The Runaway Bunny and The Giving Tree, reflect children’s growing understanding of the complex bond between parent and child. Fairy tales, frightening yet soothing, help older children cope with their sometimes conflicting or unacknowledged emotions, while animal stories often turn the lens in the opposite direction, outward, offering insight into the ways of both the natural and human worlds. Dr. Seuss has taught several generations of children how to read while cheerleading for the anarchic power of imagination (especially his own); one moral of his oeuvre: discipline is not the enemy of creativity. Beverly Cleary’s comedies of manners speak to the growing complexities of kids’ roles as members of families and neighborhoods—as social creatures. L. Frank Baum used fantasy to create a kind of alternative American myth. C. S. Lewis did the same, and more explicitly, for Christianity. Louisa May Alcott and Laura Ingalls Wilder delineate the more personal passage from girlhood to womanhood; they show children how growing up is done, but from the inside, as story, not prescription. And finally there is E. B. White, who, in Charlotte’s Web, crafted a masterly novel of ideas about what it means to lead a good life and how then to face death with grace.

So cradle to grave, as they say. One disclaimer: this is not intended to be a comprehensive history or survey or guide. It couldn’t be; the ocean of children’s books, even if you’re trying to chart only its friendliest waters, is way too vast, too deep, too fluid, at least for me. One of the more humbling aspects of writing this book was that nearly all those I told about it asked if I would be including some childhood favorite of theirs I’d never heard of. I regret I didn’t have room for those books and series, or for many of my own childhood favorites and more recent enthusiasms. Even the following list of authors and illustrators that I wished I’d had time and space to include—beyond passing mention, if that—is incomplete, but I offer it as a mea culpa: Hans Christian Andersen, Ludwig Bemelmans, Quentin Blake, Sandra Boynton, Andrew Clements, Christopher Paul Curtis, Roald Dahl, Ingri and Edgar Parin d’Aulaire, Edward Eager, P. D. Eastman, Kenneth Grahame, Daniel Handler, S. E. Hinton, Maira Kalman, Jon Klassen, Hilary Knight, Suzy Lee, Grace Lin, Betty Bao Lord4, Robert McCloskey, Christopher Myers, Kadir Nelson, E. Nesbit, Katherine Paterson, Dav Pilkey, Dan Santat, Richard Scarry, William Steig, John Steptoe, J. R. R. Tolkien, P. L. Travers, Chris Van Allsburg, Mo Willems, Jacqueline Woodson. As of this writing, in early 2017, my newest favorite picture book (and current default baby gift) is They All Saw a Cat by Brendan Wenzel, published in 2016; it is his first work as both writer and illustrator, and I can’t wait to see what he does next.

A special nod to J. K. Rowling, who created a true monument of contemporary children’s literature, one I feel privileged to have experienced in “real time” alongside my kids—the closest thing they and I will come to experiencing what it must have been like to await a new Beatles album or the next installment of David Copperfield. But the Harry Potter epic has been so widely appreciated and so thoroughly analyzed I feel I have nothing to add to the conversation, except a piece of advice: if you are planning to read the series aloud to someone, and unless you are a professional actor, do not attempt “voices.” You will soon be in over your head, and the whole thing, though spectacular, goes on forever.



1 Again, if any actual children are reading this: being nice to friends, taking care of the environment, and celebrating differences are all good things, but they are not very often the basis for interesting stories.

2 Not that children can’t be hugely sentimental about their own childhood. Several years after The House at Pooh Corner my kids, now young teenagers, bawled their eyes out when Andy gives away Woody, Buzz, and Jessie in Toy Story 3.

3 YA, as it’s known to the trade, is a world unto itself, and its appeal to adult readers has been well documented, so I leave it to others to grapple with.

4 Lord mostly writes for adults, but her children’s novel, In the Year of the Boar and Jackie Robinson (2008), is a wonderful middle-grade story about a young Chinese immigrant growing up in Brooklyn who finds her way into American culture with the help of baseball.
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New Eyes, New Ears: Margaret Wise Brown and Goodnight Moon

At his daughter Chelsea’s high school graduation, in 1997, then-president Bill Clinton addressed the assembled students and parents. “Indulge your folks if we seem a little sad or act a little weird,” he told the graduates. “You see, today we are remembering your first day in school and all the triumphs and travails between then and now.” Being Bill Clinton, he then went for the emotional jugular. “A part of us longs to hold you once more as we did when you could barely walk, to read to you just one more time from Goodnight Moon, or Curious George, or The Little Engine That Could.” Poor Chelsea. She must have died inside, while her classmates likely rolled their eyes, but I bet at least half the parents started sniffling. Bill, so expert at reading crowds and delivering the goods, knew exactly what he was doing in name-dropping those books, all so evocative of bedtime and blankies, sippy cups and night-night. On the other hand, if he was trying to imply an artistic equivalence among the three titles, I would argue that the former president is nuts. Curious George and The Little Engine That Could have their moments, but Goodnight Moon is a transcendent masterpiece.

There isn’t anything else quite like it in American letters. Moby-Dick, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, The Great Gatsby, and Beloved might all stake a claim to being the mythical Great American Novel, but Goodnight Moon stands alone as the totemic picture book of American babyhood. Here I give it a clear edge over Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar, its equally popular and brilliant board book rival, because Goodnight Moon, suffused with tenderness, joy, and mystery, is in no small sense about babyhood, though kudos to Eric Carle for creating his own transcendent masterpiece about a bug.

For many children, Margaret Wise Brown’s deceptively simple little volume, with its illustrations by Clement Hurd, is their first exposure to something approaching narrative, and by dint of its sheer ubiquity, Goodnight Moon is surely one of the most formative influences on young American lives, up there with Sesame Street and the Disney princesses. More than that: from a parent’s point of view, it’s essential, like Balmex, Pampers, pacifiers, a stroller; it’s gear. As happens with many new parents, my wife and I received multiple copies of Goodnight Moon (three, if memory serves) when our daughter was born. First published in 1947 to modest success, the book didn’t take off until the 1960s and ’70s, when, while no one was looking, its popularity seemingly grew overnight, like kudzu. As of 2016, according to the agent for Brown’s estate, it had sold 26 million copies in various editions, which might make it the most popular picture book in America, pushing it past the longtime champion, the inexplicably beloved The Poky Little Puppy. Every year Goodnight Moon sells another 600,000 to 800,000 copies—which means, in a good year, there is roughly one Goodnight Moon purchased for every five births in America. It has been translated into twenty languages.5

For its author, it was just another book. Brown published more than sixty in her abbreviated lifetime—she died at the age of forty-two, in 1952—and Goodnight Moon wasn’t even mentioned in her New York Times obituary. No one seems to know why it became her preeminent work, but like all of her books it is grounded in a profound empathy for the very young. She is the only author I deal with at length in this book who formally studied to be a writer for children, yet she was also a natural with an intuitive sense of how to speak to them. In one of her earliest stories, “The Shy Little Horse” (from a 1938 collection, The Fish with the Deep Sea Smile), she writes that the title character “had brand new eyes and brand new ears, and he heard and saw everything”—which was also Brown’s gift, to experience the world like a child, as if both she and it were just off the griddle. This brief excerpt from her poem “Fall of the Year” (also collected in The Fish with the Deep Sea Smile) sings with that senses-open freshness:

All in one day

Darkness came before the night

The air grew cold enough to bite

“Her genius came from her extraordinary memory of feelings and emotions way back to her earliest years,” Clement Hurd, who aside from Goodnight Moon illustrated seven other books of Brown’s, wrote in a remembrance for the Horn Book years after her death. Brown herself described her gift as succinctly and evocatively as she did most things. “The first great wonder at the world is big in me,” she once wrote to a lover, trying to explain the source of her creativity. That wonder infuses Goodnight Moon with an underlying delight, and even awe. It is there in the book’s very first words:

In the great green room

There was a telephone

And a red balloon

And a picture of—

[here we turn the page]

The cow jumping over the moon.

A less interesting and less intuitive writer might have started out with something like, “There once was a little bunny who was going to sleep in his little bunny bedroom.” Instead, by offering a simple, almost liturgical accounting of the room and its furnishings, Brown instantly and gracefully gives the reader a child’s-eye view of things. (The listener, presumably, already has one.) The great green room: to a two-year-old, a bedroom—or any room—is an epic space, a Monument Valley full of objects and details that glow with strange newness, having not yet acquired the dull patina of familiarity that allows older children and adults to get on with their responsibilities and not be stopped in their tracks by, say, the miracle of grass. (One of my own earliest memories is of waking from a nap and being fascinated for what now seems like hours by the play of dust motes in the slanting, late afternoon light. On some level, I believe, I go to movie theaters and museums still hoping to be mesmerized in the same way.)

Brown’s first great wonder is reinforced by Hurd’s illustrations, both in their sense of scale—in the book’s spreads the emphasis is on the great green room itself, a place for a child’s eye to explore, rather than on the bunny, a small figure tucked away in the corner of most of the drawings—and in the bright, flat, unnatural color scheme, those electric greens and oranges and yellows rubbing against one another on the draperies and walls and floor to almost hallucinatory effect. It’s easy to take Goodnight Moon for granted—as I said, it’s practically gear—but look at it with brand-new eyes and it dazzles.

•  •  •

I had always pictured Margaret Wise Brown as a kindly gray-haired woman with an ample lap; I think I pictured her as my grandmother, or maybe Goodnight Moon’s quiet old lady whispering hush. Certainly Margaret Wise Brown, as a name, is the equivalent of a comfy old sweater or a square meal heavy on the potatoes; it sounds grandmotherly. In reality, she was less kindly and ample than headstrong and zany, like a madcap heroine in a 1930s screwball comedy, a slender young woman who could have been played by Katharine Hepburn or Carole Lombard, the latter of whom she resembled.

In a 1946 profile—she had forty-odd children’s books under her belt by then—Life magazine described Brown this way: “She is a tall, green-eyed, ash blonde in her early thirties [she was actually thirty-six] with a fresh outdoors look about her. People who meet her for the first time are likely to think she is extremely sophisticated, which is entirely true. Her striking appearance is usually punctuated by some startling accessory such as a live kitten in a wicker basket or a hat made out of live flowers.” Brown was the sort of person who thrived in café society, who was friendly with literary types such as Bennett Cerf, E. J. Kahn, and Leo Lerman; but she was also the sort of person who kept a dog, a cat, a goat, and a flying squirrel in her Greenwich Village apartment. Though she wasn’t an heiress or a debutante, she had grown up with money and always had enough of it, along with a casual attitude toward finances: as Life observed, “Except for clothes, champagne, and flowers, Miss Brown hasn’t much interest in spending.” (Years earlier, she blew her first advance on an entire cart of flowers that she brought back to the apartment for a celebration; and she took a lowball $150 advance for another book because the fee coincided precisely with the cost of a wolfskin jacket she had decided she couldn’t live without.) Full of schoolgirl enthusiasms, she had a deep reservoir of childhood memories and feelings that she drew on for her work. Ideas for books seemed to occur to her with ridiculous ease: “I finish the rough draft in twenty minutes,” she told Life, “and then spend two years polishing.” The magazine added that she was “currently polishing twenty-three books more or less simultaneously.” At the same time she worried that her talents denied her a place at the literary world’s grown-up table. Yearning to write for adults, she never found homes for her “serious” short stories and poetry.

“Margaret was the most creative person, male or female, that I have ever known,” wrote Hurd.

“She was almost overwhelmingly original,” the writer Naomi Bliven once told an interviewer. “Never for a moment did you feel she was lackadaisical about anything.”

“For ten minutes I was enchanted by what she had to say, and by the eleventh minute I had the need to run away,” Bliven’s husband, Bruce Bliven Jr., remarked to the same interviewer. The Blivens were friends of Brown’s (he had written her Life profile), so presumably he was kidding around when he said this, but I’d bet there was more than a grain of truth in it: Brown sounds as if she could be a handful.

•  •  •

Born in 1910, she had grown up on Long Island, where her father was an executive at the American Manufacturing Company, which made rope and twine and sacks, an enterprise so prosaic as to sound almost whimsically prosaic, like a business invented by Roald Dahl for the dull part of a book. Brown was herself a dreamer and a storyteller from the get-go, disappearing into “worlds of her own making,” as she later put it, and reading fairy tales to her younger sister while altering the plots to serve her own emotional needs. (In Brown’s improvisations, cruel older stepsisters transformed into heroines.) By the time she got to college—Hollins, her mother’s alma mater—she was bursting with creative energy but not necessarily focus or discipline. An English composition professor simultaneously praised her and damned her as a “genius without talent.”

She moved to New York after graduation—and after breaking off her engagement to a southern boy from a “good” family. Settling into the city, she took some writing courses at Columbia and had a one-session flirtation with painting at the Art Students’ League. But she was adrift, pessimistic about a future as any kind of artist. Like many single women of her era, she wound up studying to become a teacher, having enrolled, somewhat ambivalently, at the Bureau of Educational Experiments’ Cooperative School for Teachers, a temple of the progressive education movement then known informally (and now officially) as Bank Street, after its original address in Greenwich Village. (Full name: Bank Street College of Education.) Though Brown quickly decided she didn’t want to teach, she discovered that she found children fascinating. She loved listening to them, to the inventive and unself-conscious ways they used language. “They tell me stories and I write them down. Amazing. And also the pictures they paint. It must be true that children are born creative,” she wrote to a favorite literature professor at Hollins. When she took a course on writing for children she stumbled on her calling.

The class was taught by the school’s cofounder and chief administrator, Lucy Sprague Mitchell, an author herself, who sensed something unique in Brown—“crazy, penetrating, blind instincts and feeling for language,” Mitchell later said—and took her under her wing.

Like seemingly everything else in the 1930s, the children’s book world was riven by absolutist ideologies. Mitchell was the leading proponent of what she called the Here and Now philosophy: the idea that stories drawn from real, everyday settings, informed by careful observations about how children perceive and respond to their environment, were the perfect nourishment for very little kids, for whom, after all, there is no such thing as been there, done that. Here and Now–ists frowned on fantasy, myths, fairy tales, and nursery rhymes, all the stuff of classic children’s literature, which they dismissed as inherently unwholesome, more suited to adults’ cravings for the sensational and bizarre than to children’s simpler needs. For the youngest child especially, the thinking went, a story about a bird or a cup or a truck could be as fascinating as a tale about a fairy or a dragon, if not more so, and had the added benefit of being real and thus, in some sense, instructional. As Mitchell put it in the introduction to the Here and Now Story Book, a collection of her own work published in 1921: “It is only the jaded adult mind, afraid to trust the child’s own fresh springs of imagination, that feels for children the need of the stimulus of magic.” (The italics are Mitchell’s.) What this meant in practice was stories with titles such as “The Room with the Window Looking Out on the Garden,” “Pedro’s Feet,” “Marni Gets Dressed in the Morning,” and “Boris Takes a Walk and Finds Many Kinds of Trains.”

Alison Lurie, for one, received a copy of the Here and Now Story Book for her fifth birthday and was not impressed:

[It] was a squat volume, sunny orange in color, with an idealized city scene on the cover. Inside I could read about the Grocery Man (“This is John’s Mother. Good morning, Mr. Grocery Man”) and How Spot Found a Home. The children and parents in these stories were exactly like the ones I knew, only more boring. They never did anything wrong, and nothing dangerous or surprising ever happened to them—no more than it did to Dick and Jane, whom my friends and I were soon to meet in first grade.6

Mitchell wasn’t immune to such criticism. As she wrote in the preface to Another Here and Now Story Book, published in 1937 (with editing and contributions from Brown): “If the stories in this book are less lovely than Cinderella or Little Red Riding Hood or Pandora’s Box, it is because we lack the requisite artistry, not because we do not value loveliness. The great writer for the young children of the ‘here and now’ period is still to come.”

Brown would prove to be that writer. Her first book, When the Wind Blew, published in 1937 when she was twenty-seven, was praised by the New York Times—in terms that would apply to most of her work—for its “poetic quality, color, and rhythm.” From there she was off, editing and writing for W. R. Scott, a small experimental publisher associated with Bank Street, while also selling books to nearly all the major houses with children’s divisions. She was astonishingly prolific, publishing five books in 1941, four in 1942, five in 1943, eight in 1944, and three in 1945. “It’s getting so you can’t turn around blindfolded in a bookstore without catching a new story by Margaret Wise Brown,” the Chicago Sun noted in 1947. “The surprising thing is that they always seem to fit the bill.” At one point she had contracts with six different houses, under her own name as well as three pseudonyms, and by the end of her career she had worked with most of the era’s important illustrators (some of whom she had discovered), among them H. A. Rey, Crockett Johnson, Garth Williams, Esphyr Slobodkina, and Kurt Wiese. Leonard Wisegard won the Caldecott in 1946 for illustrating her story The Little Island. Though it often seemed as if she pulled ideas out of the air—she wrote her second most famous book, The Runaway Bunny, on the back of a ski lift ticket—she worked hard at her manuscripts, took her responsibility to children very seriously, and always insisted that crafting stories for kids was harder than it looked. “Children are keen as wild animals,” she once wrote, “and also as timorous. So you can’t be ‘too funny’ or ‘too scary’ or ‘too many worded.’ All these things are not as easy as they sound for grown people.”

Despite her fluency in the language of her own youthful memories, she worked hard at understanding the world from a child’s perspective. Amy Gary, in her 2017 biography, In the Great Green Room: The Brilliant and Bold Life of Margaret Wise Brown, describes Brown taking a Method-acting approach: “She returned to the fields and woods of Long Island and physically positioned herself to see things from a child’s point of view. She picked daisies, watched bugs crawl, and gazed at clouds floating by.” Before writing a story about a farm, she picked potatoes on the North Fork. To attempt a story about ships, she hung out at the then-busy docks of lower Manhattan, and paddled a canoe around the island.

Her work was informed by Here and Now ideas, but she was too original and free-spirited to be doctrinaire. What really distinguishes her books is her sense of poetry and language, and her wit, her ability to seed simple declarative sentences with peculiarity—all of which, as her first biographer, Leonard S. Marcus, points out, owes something to one of her favorite writers, Gertrude Stein, whose lone children’s book, The World Is Round, she helped edit.7

One of Brown’s first “hits” was 1939’s The Noisy Book, a kind of sensory exercise for kids that tells the story of Muffin, a dog whose eyes are temporarily bandaged:

“Poor little Muffin,” said the people in the street.

“Muffin has a big white bandage over his eyes and can’t see a thing.”

But Muffin could hear. . . .

MEN HAMMERING

Bang bang bang. . . .

Bzzzzzz bzzzzzz

A bee. . . .

Then the sun began to shine

Could Muffin hear that?

The author is making excellent use of her “new ears” here, but her best books also use concrete details to pluck ineffable emotional chords, as in this passage from The Important Book (1949), which speaks softly to a child’s need for security:

The important thing about the sky is that it is always there.

It is true that it is blue,

And high,

And full of clouds,

And made of air.

But the important thing about the sky is that it is always there.

I also love the eloquent final lines of The Little Island, almost a haiku, which express feelings of both aloneness and belonging, of the struggle to define a self, really—a topic of no small interest to any child:

And it was good to be a little Island.

A part of the world

And a world of its own

All surrounded by the bright blue sea.

On its face, Goodnight Moon, as a catalog of the furnishings in an idealized child’s room, is steeped in Here and Now ideas, but as Marcus points out, it is “supercharged” with so “freewheeling a sense of the fantastic as an aspect of the everyday” that it also serves as a cheeky, even subversive counterpoint to Lucy Sprague Mitchell’s orthodox empiricism. The pictures of the cow jumping over the moon and the three bears might be affectionate nods to the more imaginative world of nursery rhymes and fairy tales, an in-joke for children’s book professionals of the 1940s, although the imagery also held personal significance for Brown: there had been decorative tiles of the cow and the three bears in her childhood bedroom. The very act of cataloging a room held private meaning, too: while floundering through her early twenties, Brown once told a friend, she would combat depression every morning by looking around her apartment and making note of the various things that gave her pleasure, an intimate accounting she would then commit to paper.

Brown would say she literally dreamed Goodnight Moon, writing it down one morning upon waking and then reading it back to her editor at Harper, Ursula Nordstrom, who was instantly taken with it, though one wonders if she realized she had a masterpiece on her hands.8 (Did Paul McCartney when he dreamed the melody for “Yesterday”?) The anecdote rings true to me because the book has a strange, dreamlike feel in places: for example, the quiet old lady whispering hush who materializes in the middle of the book after we’ve already been introduced to her empty rocking chair. Again, Brown avoids the obvious choice, which would be having the bunny being put to bed by its mother. But who is this quiet old lady? A nanny? The bunny’s grandma? A random caregiver dragged in off the street? Brown doesn’t say and it doesn’t matter anyway—it’s just the kind of odd, open-ended detail, like the red balloon (did the bunny get it at a party? at a shoe store?), that gives Goodnight Moon traction with children’s imaginations. (Enigma goes a long way: it is one reason we celebrate the Mona Lisa over thousands of other very accomplished portraits of pretty young Italian girls.) I think there might be a teasing little wink in there, too, between Brown and her young audience, an implied dismissal of all adults as old people always whispering hush, akin to the offscreen parents and teachers in the animated Peanuts cartoons whose voices go wahwahwahwahwah like a trumpet played with a plunger. And then there’s the book’s great overt laugh line, “Goodnight nobody,” an absolutely brilliant joke that has served as an introduction to absurdist humor for several generations of toddlers, paving the way for Monty Python and David Letterman. (In our house, “Goodnight mush” usually got a big laugh too, simply on onomatopoetic grounds, my modern children having no idea what mush is.)

The book was originally titled Goodnight Room and, by one account, ended with the couplet “Goodnight cucumber / Goodnight fly”—suggesting a daffier, throwaway tone in its initial conception. The finished work takes a beautiful conceptual leap in its final pages. Most night-night books end with the child tucked into a cozy bed, and so does Brown’s; but in Hurd’s final illustration, with the room darkened and the colors grayed, the focus is not on the comfort and security of bed but rather on the bright, blue, starlit sky outside. This is a response to Brown’s final words—“Goodnight stars / Goodnight air / Goodnight noises everywhere”—which take us away from the indoor world of the known and off into the wide world beyond, paralleling the journey into sleep and maybe, for that matter, the journey out of infancy. Or perhaps I’m reading too much into it. But still: lovely. And hmmmm: Would any children’s editor today permit a book to end with the potentially unsettling “Goodnight noises everywhere”? What noises? Where? Who’s making them? Wolves? Bats? Clumsy monsters? Talkative boogeymen?

There are hints of story here, too, of beginning, middle, and end, enfolded into the bedtime ritual. For some kids, this might be their first encounter with narrative—primitive narrative, perhaps, but a step up from books that merely catalog colors or shapes or baby animals or trucks. It’s telling that two other of America’s most enduringly popular books for very young children, Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry Caterpillar and Ezra Jack Keats’s The Snowy Day, are each in fundamental ways about the passage of time, about giving time shape and meaning, which is one way to define “story.” I’m being reductive here—there is so much more to these two great books—but I do think their intro-level narratives are one small reason why they, along with Goodnight Moon, continue to resonate with kids.

Eric Carle’s book could almost be a sequel to Brown’s and Hurd’s, taking us through the great green room’s window and into the world of “noises everywhere.” The very first thing we see is the moon, and the words begin, “In the light of the moon a little egg lay on a leaf.” The sun comes up on the next spread—we learn it is Sunday—and a caterpillar pops out of the egg. The rest of the book gives a day-by-day account of its eating habits: one apple on Monday, two pears on Tuesday, and so on through to Saturday, when it gorges on cake, ice cream, a pickle, salami, and more.9 Now fat and no longer hungry, it makes itself “a small house, called a cocoon,” and two weeks later, in one of literature’s great twist endings (if you happen to be a very young child and don’t yet know your insect biology), the caterpillar emerges as “a beautiful butterfly!” Carle’s nearly phosphorescent illustration, a collage using his own hand-colored papers (his signature technique), does justice to both adjective and exclamation point, though as a more scientifically literate friend recently pointed out to me, the butterfly should really be emerging from a chrysalis. (Cocoons are generally reserved for moths.)

The Snowy Day, as the title suggests, confines its action to a single day, with a coda, the following morning. It begins by depicting its young protagonist, a city boy, at another window: “One winter morning Peter woke up and looked out the window. Snow had fallen during the night. It covered everything he could see.” The modest story follows Peter’s day as he plays in the snow, goes home, is given a bath by his mother, and is put to bed. He has stashed a snowball in his jacket pocket “for tomorrow” and is sad to learn it has melted. He dreams that the sun comes out the next morning and melts all the snow, but he wakes up to—more snow! That’s it: a quiet, happy ending to a quiet, simple story. Indeed, its descriptions and details are so homespun and down-to-earth that The Snowy Day could itself be a Here and Now text. The magic is in Keats’s illustrations, which mix collage and painting: the seemingly offhand dynamism of his horizontal compositions, the poetry of contrast between vast, white, subtly textured snowscapes and Peter’s angular, bright red snowsuit—Keats’s art transforms his words much the way snow transforms a city. I should note too that Peter is black, a rarity for the hero of a children’s book (or most any branch of popular culture) when The Snowy Day was published in 1962. Keats, who was white, had been bothered by the absence. “None of the manuscripts [by other authors] I’d been illustrating featured any black kids, except for token blacks in the background,” he wrote of Peter’s genesis in an unpublished autobiography. “My book would have him there simply because he should have been there all along.” The Snowy Day took on a life of its own in Keats’s mind. Making it, he felt, was a form of play, “different from anything I’ve ever done. . . . I don’t think I will ever experience again a dream of such innocence and awaken to find the book finished.” As was also the case with Carle and The Very Hungry Caterpillar, The Snowy Day was Keats’s first as sole author and illustrator. Rookie home runs.

•  •  •

Goodnight Moon was Brown’s third collaboration with Hurd; their second, from 1942, was The Runaway Bunny. (By way of sly self-reference, or perhaps product placement, the artist reproduced one of the illustrations from the earlier book as a painting on one of the walls in the great green room.) Hurd was a Yale graduate, comfortably well off, who had studied painting with Fernand Léger in Paris, which is perhaps where he got Goodnight Moon’s flat, electric colors. Brown had given him his first children’s book assignment, in 1938, after admiring a ceiling mural he had executed at the country home of a mutual friend. Typically, Brown would include detailed art instructions with her manuscripts, but for Goodnight Moon she attached only a reproduction of Goya’s Boy in Red (formal title: Manuel Osorio Manrique de Zúñiga) as inspiration. The painting depicts a four- or five-year-old boy standing stiffly in the eighteenth-century Spanish equivalent of a Little Lord Fauntleroy outfit, holding a pet bird on a leash while two cats look on hungrily. There is a lost, poor little rich boy quality to the figure—a poignancy echoed in Hurd’s illustrations of that tiny bunny nearly adrift in that huge bed in that even larger room. (Am I the only reader wondering where the bunny’s parents have run off to? Are they out at some fabulous party with Bennett Cerf and Leo Lerman, or wintering in Palm Beach? Is the bunny a spiritual cousin to Eloise, abandoned at the Plaza?)

Hurd’s first sketches for the book depicted an actual little boy going to sleep—at one point he toyed with the idea of making the boy African American—but Brown and Nordstrom decided he was better at drawing rabbits and pushed him in that direction. This was by all accounts a purely practical decision (like Maurice Sendak’s decision to rework a proposed book, Where the Wild Horses Are, because he felt he was no good at equine anatomy), although I think it had the added value of making the book more universal and timeless, as is usually the case with animal characters. Nordstrom also requested that Hurd deemphasize the udder on the cow jumping over the moon—in the final illustration it looks more like four pimples—lest the art offend some readers, especially librarians, as too biologically frank.

If you think that this level of attention to detail was unusual, Bruce Bliven Jr. in his Life profile recorded this exchange between Brown and an unnamed colleague (probably discussing Goodnight Moon, which was in production when Bliven was reporting his piece):

“I like the rabbit, he has real sleepiness.”

“Yes, but I’m worried about the yarn; it loses personality and softness.”

Hurd’s Horn Book portrait of Brown was affectionate, but he also made it clear that she was no pushover: “Maybe collaboration on a creative level is always difficult, and maybe the more creative a person is, the more difficult he or she is to work with, but I do feel that all Margaret’s main illustrators did their best work in her books,” a group in which he included himself.

It would be fun to report that Goodnight Moon was ignored or, better yet, reviled upon publication, its genius appreciated only decades later by a new generation of more enlightened parents such as mine. But no. One of three books Brown published in 1947, Goodnight Moon was a modest but clear success. It received admiring reviews, most recognizing its artistry while focusing more closely on its efficacy as a sleep aid. The New York Times was typical: “The rhythm of the little story is like the sing-song of disconnected thoughts with which children so often put themselves to sleep, and should prove very effective in the case of a too wide-awake youngster.” The New Yorker praised it as a “hypnotic bedtime litany,” although the magazine’s children’s books critic, Rosemary C. Benet, seemed more excited by another Brown picture book that she reviewed on the same page: The First Story, Brown’s retelling of Genesis.

Goodnight Moon sold six thousand copies in its first year—nice, but not remarkable. Like most of Brown’s books, it was not bought by the New York Public Library and was left off the library’s influential list of recommended titles, a commercial blow. (The children’s department was led by Anne Carroll Moore, a powerful figure in the era’s juvenile publishing scene and a fierce opponent of Here and Now–ism; you could probably write an amusing book devoted to what became known in the field as the “fairy-tale wars” of the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s.) In short, there was nothing to suggest that Goodnight Moon would one day become a ubiquitous gift at baby showers. By way of a not totally fair contrast, Five Little Firemen, a collaboration between Brown and Edith Hurd—Clement’s wife, a writer; the two women used the fragrant joint pen name Juniper Sage10—would sell 170,000 copies the following year, when it was published by Golden Books, Random House’s pioneering mass-market children’s imprint. In 1949, that title’s sales reached a cool million.

By 1951, Goodnight Moon was moving only 1,300 copies and veering toward slipping out of print. After Brown’s death, in 1952, her executors put its value at a scant $200 (not quite $1,900 in 2017 dollars). A turning point may have come the following year, when Goodnight Moon was praised in “Child Behavior,” a widely syndicated parental advice column, for “captur[ing] the two-year-old so completely that it seems almost unlawful that you can hypnotize a child off to sleep as easily as you can by reading this small classic.” By 1955, sales were back up to four thousand copies, and only took off from there. . . .

1960: eight thousand copies.

1966: twenty thousand copies.11

1977: 100,000 copies (the year of Goodnight Moon’s first paperback edition).

Sales took another leap in 1991, the year of the first board book edition, a now indispensable medium Brown herself had helped pioneer back in 1938 with Bumble Bugs and Elephants, her first collaboration with Hurd. And as previously mentioned, Goodnight Moon now sells upward of 800,000 copies a year, the numbers periodically goosed by anniversary promotions.

•  •  •

It no doubt aided Brown’s work that while she empathized deeply with children she wasn’t in the least sentimental about them. Clement Hurd described visiting “Brownie,” as friends sometimes called her, in 1951 at her summer home on an island off the coast of Maine with his wife and then two-year-old son, Thacher:

Very excited at our bringing Thacher, Brownie had made all sorts of preparations for his visit. There was a fur rug on Thacher’s bed and a lion skin on the floor, complete with head and bared fangs. Furs were fine in books, but the reality of the furs themselves was more than Thacher had bargained for, and there was nothing to do but let him share our room during the visit. Seeing that Thacher had a mind of his own and didn’t hesitate to show it, Brownie perhaps wasn’t so enchanted with him. . . . Maybe it was after his falling from grace that we recognized that Margaret was, in general, not especially fond of children.

“I’m not nice to them like other people,” she told an interviewer. “I admire their absolute integrity, their dignity, their strength and individuality. But I am not going to become maudlin about them just because they’re little.” As she put it on another occasion, “To be a writer for the young, one has to love not children but what children love.”

She never married or had kids of her own. Her relationships with men were for the most part haphazard and disappointing. Her steadiest (though not very steady) long-term romantic relationship was with a woman named Michael Strange, a poet, performer, and memoirist who was twenty years older than Brown and is best remembered today for having been John Barrymore’s second wife. Strange (neé Blanche Oelrichs) was demanding and condescending—her own daughter once described Strange as “too imperial, too remote” and complained that she “carried herself like a little general”—and the relationship between Brown and Strange was tense and often destructive for the younger woman, very much the emotionally subordinate partner and in both women’s eyes the lesser artist. Strange even made fun of Brown’s “baby books,” though she would herself try her hand at children’s books—unsuccessfully. (Reading the passages on this romance in Marcus’s and Gary’s biographies of Brown is like having drinks with an unhappy friend who doesn’t realize the reason for her unhappiness is that she’s yoked herself to a miserable, abusive partner; you want to reach through time and shake Brown, tell her to dump Strange and never look back.) Though they spent periods of time apart, the relationship ended only with Strange’s death in 1950, from leukemia; Brown was at her bedside.

As seriously as she took writing for children, Brown had long felt like a poor sister to the larger literary world, never giving up on her aspiration to write for adults as well. Near the end of her life, according to Hurd, “she became tired of children’s books and turned to writing songs.” He continued:

Her great desire was to do an adult work on Virginia Woolf, but she never accomplished it as it required more discipline and stick-at-it quality than she had. Her creative work habits were somehow perfectly suited to her type of books for the very young. She never had certain hours for work but worked only when she felt creative—which might be all the time, night and day. And she was always somewhat skeptical of what she once called “mysterious clock time.”

Brown would die an appropriately madcap death at an inappropriately young age. Not long before her forty-second birthday, she met James Stillman Rockefeller Jr., then twenty-six, a passionate sailing enthusiast and a great-nephew of John D. Rockefeller’s. (Doubly blessed in his financial bloodlines, he was a descendant of Andrew Carnegie’s as well.) Within a few months he and Brown had fallen in love and made plans to marry in the Caribbean, where Rockefeller was sailing in preparation for embarking across the Pacific to the South Seas, a long-planned trip that would now serve as the couple’s honeymoon. They arranged to meet in Panama and Brown took a pre-wedding holiday in the south of France, where, felled by abdominal pains, she underwent surgery for the removal of an ovarian cyst and her appendix. This all went perfectly smoothly, absent complications. Two weeks later, however, as she was preparing to leave the hospital, she demonstrated her regained robustness for the nurses with an exuberant cancan kick. She lost consciousness almost immediately: the high kick had dislodged a blood clot in one of her legs, which traveled quickly to her brain, and within an hour she was dead. According to Amy Gary’s book, her last word, in response to a nurse’s asking how she was feeling, just before her cancan kick, was “Grand!”
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