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THE ENDURING LEGACY OF
MARGARET WISE BROWN: WHY
“THE IMPORTANT BOOK"
MATTERS MORE THAN EVER

In the vast and ever-evolving landscape
of children’s literature, few names
resonate with the quiet, profound power
of Margaret Wise Brown. For
generations, her books have been the

companions of bedtime routines, the
first stories whispered to infants, and the
enduring favorites that adults remember
with a pang of nostalgia. While her most
famous work, Goodnight Moon, is a
universally recognized classic, the depth
of Brown’'s philosophy and her
revolutionary approach to writing for
children is perhaps best encapsulated in
a slightly less famous, yet equally
brilliant, title: The Important Book.
Understanding Margaret Wise Brown and
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The Important lesson of her work is to
understand the very soul of modern
children’s literature. She was not merely
a storyteller; she was a pioneer who
understood that a child’s world is full of
sensory details, rhythmic patterns, and a
need for reassurance that they,
themselves, matter.

To fully appreciate the significance of
The Important Book, we must first
understand the woman behind it.
Margaret Wise Brown lived a life as
unconventional as her writing. Born in
1910 into a well-to-do family in Brooklyn,
New York, she was educated at elite
schools and seemed destined for a
traditional path. However, Brown was a
restless spirit, a woman of intense
creativity who rejected the societal
norms of her time. She was an

adventurer, a lover of nature, and a
brilliant observer of the small, quiet
moments that define childhood. After
graduating from Hollins College, she
worked as a teacher and studied at the
Bureau of Educational Experiments (later
the Bank Street College of Education). It
was here, under the mentorship of Lucy
Sprague Mitchell, that Brown’s
revolutionary ideas about children’s
literature were forged.

The Revolution
at Bank Street: A
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New Way of
Seeing Childhood

The Bank Street philosophy was a direct
challenge to the sentimental, moralistic
children’s books of the early 20th
century. Mitchell and her colleagues
believed that books for very young
children should reflect the child’s actual,
immediate world—the sounds of a
ticking clock, the feel of a soft blanket,
the sight of a bunny hopping. They
argued that children were not miniature
adults needing strict lessons, but rather
sensory beings navigating a complex
and often confusing reality. Margaret
Wise Brown absorbed this philosophy
completely and transformed it into pure,

lyrical magic.

Her genius lay in her ability to write from
the child’s point of view, not down to
them. She used a technique known as
"here and now" writing, anchoring her
stories in the tangible, comforting
objects of a child’s daily life. This is
where the seeds of The Important
contribution of her career were sown.
She understood that for a child, the most
important thing in the world might be a
spoon, a shoe, or the way the moon
shines through the window. She
validated their experience by taking it
seriously, giving it rhythm, weight, and
poetry.

Her famous collaboration with illustrator
Clement Hurd produced Goodnight Moon
(1947), a book that was initially
considered too boring and repetitive by



some critics. They missed the point
entirely. The "boring" rhythm is precisely
its genius. The quiet, ritualistic saying
"goodnight" to every object in the room
is a powerful sleep ritual for a child. It is
a way of controlling and mastering their
environment, of finding safety in the
familiar. Goodnight Moon is a
masterclass in the "here and now," and
it lays the perfect foundation for the
more philosophical questions posed in
The Important Book.

Deconstructing
"The Important

Book": A
Philosophy in
Miniature

While Goodnight Moon explores the
comfort of the familiar, The Important
Book delves into the essence of things.
Published in 1949 and illustrated by
Leonard Weisgard, this book is
deceptively simple. On each page,
Brown takes a common object—a spoon,
a daisy, a rain, a shoe, a chair—and tells
the reader what is most important about
it. The structure is identical for each
entry: a statement of importance, a
series of descriptive details, and a firm
return to the central idea.
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For example, she writes about a spoon:
"The important thing about a spoon is
that you eat with it. It's like a little
shovel. You hold it in your hand. You can
put it in your mouth. It isn’t flat. It's
hollow. It's made of silver. But the
important thing about a spoon is that
you eat with it." This pattern is repeated
for rain, grass, snow, and wind. Each
description is a small, beautiful poem, a
perfect distillation of an object’s function
and beauty.

But the true genius of The Important
Book is not in its descriptions of physical
objects. The genius is in its final page.
The entire book builds to a single,
profound, and deeply emotional
conclusion. After examining all these
external things, the book turns inward.
The final subject is "you." The text reads:

"The important thing about you is that
you are you." This simple, direct, and
powerful statement is the emotional core
of the entire work. It is a radiant,
unconditional affirmation of the child’s
very existence. It tells them that before
they are anything else—a student, a
friend, a sibling, a child who spills milk or
feels sad—they are fundamentally and
unchangeably themselves, and that is
the most important thing of all.

This message is the quintessence of
Margaret Wise Brown’s philosophy. It is
The Important lesson she wanted
every child to absorb. In a world that
constantly tells children to be better,
faster, quieter, or smarter, The
Important Book provides a sanctuary of
pure, unconditional acceptance. It is a
philosophical touchstone, a tiny,



unassuming book that contains a
universe of wisdom about identity, self-
worth, and the beauty of simply being.

The "Here and
Now" as a Path
to the Eternal

Critics and scholars often note that
Brown’s work, while grounded in the
"here and now," possesses a timeless,
almost spiritual quality. This is precisely
because her focus on the immediate
sensory world opens a door to the
eternal. By paying such careful, loving
attention to a spoon or a pair of shoes,
she is teaching a child how to pay

attention to life itself. She is teaching
mindfulness before the word became a
popular concept. The repetitive,
rhythmic language mimics the heartbeat
of the universe, the steady cycle of day
and night, the comfort of a mother’s
voice.

Margaret Wise Brown's legacy is
multifaceted. She was a prolific writer,
publishing hundreds of books in her
short life (she died tragically at the age
of 42 from an embolism following
surgery). She wrote under several
pseudonyms, exploring different styles
and genres. She was also a skilled
editor, helping to cultivate other talents.
However, her most enduring legacy is
the emotional truth she embedded in her
simple texts. She gave children
permission to be bored, to be quiet, to
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observe, to find wonder in the mundane.
She treated their feelings and their world
with profound respect.

Why Margaret
Wise Brown’s
Message Is

Urgent Today

In our modern era of over-stimulation,
screen time, and constant pressure to
achieve, the message of Margaret Wise
Brown is more urgent than ever.
Children are bombarded with
information, expectations, and
comparisons. The quiet, repetitive,

affirming cadence of her books offers a
necessary antidote. Reading The
Important Book to a child today is not
just a nostalgic act; it is a radical act of
love and presence.

When we read the words, "The important
thing about you is that you are you," we
are providing a child with an anchor. We
are telling them that their worth is not
contingent on a test score, a social
media like, or a sports trophy. Their
value is inherent. This is a desperately
needed message in a culture that often
equates value with productivity. Brown’s
work gives parents and educators a
simple, powerful tool for building self-
esteem and emotional resilience.

» Validation of Experience:
Brown’s books tell children that



their world is real and important.
The tiny, specific details of their
lives matter.

Emotional Reassurance: The
rhythmic, predictable patterns of
her writing are deeply calming.
They provide a safe space for a
child to relax, listen, and feel
secure.

Intellectual Stimulation:
Despite their simplicity, her books
ask profound philosophical
questions. The Important Book
encourages a child to think about
essence, identity, and the nature
of things.

Language Development: Her
masterful use of rhythm, rhyme,
and repetition makes her books
perfect for building early literacy

skills. The language is beautiful
and memorable.

The Influence on
Generations of
Writers and
lllustrators

The shadow of Margaret Wise Brown
looms large over the world of children’s
books. Every writer who strives to
capture a child’s authentic voice is
walking in her footsteps. Every illustrator
who focuses on the quiet, intimate
details of a child’s room owes a debt to
the visual world she and Clement Hurd
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created. Her influence can be seen in the
works of modern masters like Eric Carle,
whose The Very Hungry Caterpillar uses
similar patterns and sensory
engagement; Sandra Boynton, whose
silly, rhythmic books capture the joy of
pure sound; and even in the more
philosophical works of authors like Julie
Fogliano.

The structure of The Important Book has
also become a beloved classroom
exercise for teachers working on
descriptive writing and philosophy with
children. The simple prompt, "What is
the important thing about a pencil / a
friend / the sky?" opens up endless
possibilities for thoughtful discussion and
creative expression. This is the mark of a
truly significant work: it not only speaks
to its audience but also inspires them to

create, think, and feel more deeply.

Conclusion: The
Lasting
Importance of
Being Important

Margaret Wise Brown gave the world a
gift. She did not write to impress adults
or to win literary prizes. She wrote to
whisper into the ears of children, to
validate their small but mighty
existences, and to remind them that the
world is full of wonder. The Important
Book is perhaps the purest expression of
this gift. It is a book that, on its surface,



teaches about the properties of
everyday objects. On a deeper level, it is
a lesson in ontology—the study of being.
It concludes with the most important
lesson of all: that being yourself is the
most significant thing you can be.

In the end, Margaret Wise Brown taught
us that The Important thing about
childhood is that it is a time of profound,
life-shaping discovery. She gave that
discovery a voice—a gentle, rhythmic,
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and deeply respectful voice. Her books
are not simply stories; they are rituals,
affirmations, and tiny, beautifully crafted
worlds of comfort. They are an invitation
to slow down, to listen, and to remember
that in a world of constant change, the
simple fact of being you is the most
important thing of all. This is the legacy
of Margaret Wise Brown, and it is a
legacy that will continue to comfort,
inspire, and reassure children for
generations to come.
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