
Leonard S. Marcus is one of the world’s lead-
ing historians of children’s literature and illustration. 
He is the author of more than twenty-five award-
winning books, including histories, biographies, 
interview collections, and inside looks at the making 
of children’s literature’s enduring classics. He teaches 
at New York University and the School of Visual Arts 
and speaks internationally about his work. He lives in 
Brooklyn, New York.

Lisa Von Drasek is the Curator of the 
Children’s Literature Research Collections of the 
University of Minnesota Libraries, an internationally 
recognized archive of rare books, manuscripts, and 
original art. A book reviewer, Lisa has served on dis-
tinguished juries, including The New York Times Best 
Illustrated Children’s Books, Newbery, and Caldecott 
awards.

Front cover: illustrations by (clockwise from top left) Gustaf 
Tenggren (The Poky Little Puppy); LeUyen Pham (All Fall 
Down); Ezra Jack Keats (The Snowy Day); John Tenniel (Alice’s 
Adventures in Wonderland ); Lois Ehlert (Waiting for Wings); 
W. W. Denslow (The Wonderful Wizard of Oz); Clement Hurd 
(Goodnight Moon); Wanda Gág (Millions of Cats); Frederick 
Richardson (Humpty-Dumpty); Floyd Cooper (These Hands)
Inside cover: Red Fairy Book; Gustaf Tenggren, illustrator, Little 
Brown & Co., Boston, 1942

Cover design by Lauren Stringer
Printed in Canada
Distributed by the University of Minnesota Press

Sonya Sones

Karen Carmody-McIntosh

Th
e A

B
C

 of It: W
hy C

hildren’s B
ooks M

atter
M

arcus

Children’s Literature/Education

The ABC of It: Why 
Children’s Books Matter  
was originated by
 

“This is a book for the child in all of us—an exquisitely rendered 
volume that underscores the power of words and pictures to 
inspire, build, and transform.”—Andrea Davis Pinkney,
New York Times bestselling author of A Poem for Peter: The Story of Ezra Jack Keats 
and the Creation of The Snowy Day

“WOW. Fascinating. Illuminating. And deeply entertaining. 
Required reading for anyone interested in children, reading, 
and/or children’s reading.”—Jon Scieszka, Inaugural National
Ambassador for Young People’s Literature

“This is a beautiful reimagining of a milestone exhibition on 
children’s literature. Exquisitely rendered and inclusive in its 
vision. Highly recommended.”—Lynne M. Thomas, 
Head, Rare Book and Manuscript Library at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

“Eloquent, illuminating, and often revelatory, this thematic 
crash course in the history of iconic children’s books is a visual 
feast.”—Judy Freeman, author of The Handbook for Storytelling  

“Marcus’s text intriguingly tracks deep connections between 
children’s books and their larger society, around the world and 
across time.”—Paul O. Zelinsky, award-winning author and illustrator

“This is a piece of literature that should be in every school of 
education library and required reading for any student study-
ing children’s literature. Outstanding.”—Cynthia Weill , 
Director of the Center for Children’s Literature at Bank Street College of 
Education

More than half a million visitors to 
The New York Public Library viewed an 
exhibition about the role of children’s books 
in world culture and in our lives. After it had 
closed, attendees clamored for an exhibition 
catalog of The ABC of It as well as for the 
insightful commentary of children’s litera-
ture historian Leonard S. Marcus about the 
objects on display. This book, a collabora-
tion between the University of Minnesota’s 
Kerlan Collection of Children’s Literature 
and Leonard S. Marcus, now makes the 
vision and experience of the exhibition 
available everywhere.
 
The history of children’s literature is a tale 
with memorable characters and deeds, 
from Hans Christian Andersen and Lewis 
Carroll to E. B. White and Madeleine L’Engle 
to artists like Beatrix Potter and Maurice 
Sendak, who devoted their extraordinary 
talents to revealing to children not only the 
exhilarating beauty of life but also its brac-
ing intensity. Philosophers and educators 
such as John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Johann Comenius, and John Dewey were 
pathfinding interpreters of the phenomenon 
of childhood, inspiring major strands of 
bookmaking and storytelling for the young. 
 
Richly illustrated with images from manu-
scripts, art, and ephemera of the University 
of Minnesota’s Special Collections and 
Rare Books department and the Children’s 
Literature Research Collections illustrate the 
making of this literary history.
 
Today, it is more important than ever to 
regard children’s literature as both a rich 
repository of collective memory and a 
powerful engine of cultural change.
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