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Joseph Stanton (bio)

Many of the best known books of Margaret Wise Brown and the artists
with whom she collaborated are famous forthe comforts they are
thought to offer. I believe, however, that it is the understatedly
dangerous contexts in which those comforts are offered that gives them
their poignancy. The kinds of dangers and the comforts so quietly
presented in Brown's books are, it seems to me, powerful contraries
that resonate at the psychic core of the parent-child bond. The
simplicity of Brown's picture-book-length poems and the light ness of the
pictures that visualize them have made these unpretentious little books
into important artistic events inthe lives of innumerable children and

their parents.

Two motifs that occuragain and again in Brown's work are the
runaway-child and the child-alone-in-the-wide-world. Although they
obviously overlap, and the second motif is always at least partially
present wheneverthe first motif is in operation, it is important to
distinguish them because the plots driven by these two motifs polarize
the parent and the child figures in two different, but strangely
complementary, ways. T he runaway-child plot involves the rescue or
return of the child, whereas the child-alone-in-the-wide-world plot
leaves the child by him- or herself while finding a satisfactory resolution

wit hin that aloneness.

Brown had a passionate yet unsentimentalview of children and
childhood. One important aspect of the dynamics of the parent-child
relationship in Brown's books is the rebellious aggressiveness of the child.
It was remarked, by Brown as wellas ot hers, that she saw herself as a
child. Heridentification with the child—often presented inherbookas a
furry orfuzzy little animal, a rabbit more oftenthan not—was declaredly
unpretentious. To underscore that heridentification with children and
bunnies was not sentimentalshe would tell partially facetious stories

about herexploits as a rabbit-hunting "beagler." As she explained to a
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Life Magazine writer: [End Page 66]

a beagler's object is to runfast enoughto be in at the killwhen
the hounds finally catch up with their prey and, assuming that the
pack has not torn the rabbit to bits before anyone caninterfere,
a successfulbeagleris rewarded by getting a rabbit's foot

suitable for mounting.

(Bliven 68)

When questioned about the oddity of this hobby for one who writes of
"the hopes and aspirations of smallfurry creatures," Brown's joking reply

would be worthy of a Woody Allen:

Well, Idon't especially like children either. At least not as a group. |

won't let anybody get away with anything just because he is little.

(68)

Despite herrigorous resistance to alltendencies that she perceived to
be romanticizations of the Child, she considered herself a staunch
defender of the powers and prerogatives of children. Since she spent a
considerable amount of time observing children and talking with them—
especially during heryears at Lucy Sprague Mitchell's Bank Street School
—she had great confidence in her ability to understand and speakto
children's needs and interests. One of the mainthemes of her
comments about childrenis that they are too often underestimated by
adults. She felt strongly that children are perceptive in ways adults are
not. She saw the simplicity necessary in children's books to be a
demanding discipline. In an oft-quoted line, she declared the goalof her
art: "lhope lhave writtena book simple enough to come nearto that
timeless world" (Bechtel 186). Her invention of the "noisy book" genre
and herdesire forstrong visualand tactile qualities in books were related
to herbelief that children are, in some important respects, more
aesthetically sophisticated than adults. Brown liked to relate an
anecdote inwhich a teacherexpressed astonishment when confronted

with an abstract painting. To ateacher's "My goodness, what's that?" a
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child replied impatiently, "It's a picture, you dope!" (Bliven 64).

T he runaway-child motif...
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