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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF THE
MADELINE SERIES
BY LUDWIG
BEMELMANS

For generations of
readers, the image of a
small, fearless girl in a
yellow hat, marching in
a straight line with
eleven other little girls,
has been an indelible
part of childhood. The
Madeline series by
Ludwig Bemelmans
is more than just a
collection of children’s
books; it is a cultural

touchstone that has
charmed millions with
its distinctive blend of
rhyming text,
evocative watercolor
illustrations, and a
spirited protagonist
who embodies courage
and curiosity. First
introduced in 1939,
Madeline remains a
timeless figure,
capturing the hearts of
both children and
adults with her
adventures set in the
enchanting city of
Paris. This article
explores the rich
history, literary
significance, and
lasting legacy of the
Madeline books,
delving into what


https://remodelicious.com/

makes this series a
treasured classic in
children’s literature.

Ludwig Bemelmans, an
Austrian-American
author and illustrator,
created a world that
feels both intimately
familiar and
wonderfully exotic. The
Madeline series
stands as a testament
to the power of simple
storytelling combined
with profound
emotional depth. From
the iconic opening lines
- “In an old house in
Paris that was covered
with vines” - readers
are transported to a
boarding school where
life is orderly yet full of
unexpected

adventures. Whether
it’'s Madeline facing an
appendectomy with
stoic bravery, rescuing
a dog, or visiting a
gypsy carnival, the
stories resonate
because they celebrate

independence,
resilience, and the joy
of discovery. Let us
dive deeper into the
world of Ludwig
Bemelmans and
uncover the magic
behind these beloved
tales.

THE ORIGINS OF
THE MADELINE

SERIES: A STORY
OF INSPIRATION

The Madeline series

by Ludwig
Bemelmans did not
emerge from a

vacuum. The character
of Madeline was deeply
influenced by
Bemelmans’ own life
experiences. Born in
1898 in Austria,
Bemelmans traveled
extensively and
eventually settled in
the United States, but
he retained a lifelong
love for Paris, which
serves as the
enchanting backdrop
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for the stories. The
idea for Madeline
reportedly came to
Bemelmans while he
was on a bicycle trip in
France. He saw a little
girl in a yellow hat, and
that simple image
sparked the creation of
his most famous
character. However,
the genesis was also
personal: Bemelmans’
own mother had a

strict, orderly
upbringing, and he
often felt like an

outsider, which may
have contributed to
Madeline’s

independent spirit.

Another popular origin
story involves a near-
death experience.
While recovering from
an accident in a
hospital, Bemelmans
noticed a nun caring
for him and a young
girl in the neighboring
bed. The nun became
the model for Miss

Clavel, the gentle but
firm headmistress, and
the girl embodied
Madeline’s pluckiness.
The first book, simply
titled Madeline, was
published in 1939 and
was an immediate
success. Critics praised
its rhythmic prose and
the vibrant, childlike
perspective of the
illustrations.
Bemelmans once said
he wrote for himself,
not for children,
believing that the best
children’s stories are
those that adults can
enjoy too. This
philosophy is evident in
the sophisticated
humor and subtle
details woven
throughout the
Madeline series,
making it a delight for
readers of all ages.

THE UNIQUE
CHARM OF THE




MADELINE BOOKS

What sets the
Madeline series by
Ludwig Bemelmans
apart from other
children’s classics?
Several elements
combine to create an
irresistible reading
experience.

Rhyming
Text and
Musicality

Bemelmans used a
distinctive rhythm and
rhyme scheme that
mimics the cadence of
a chant or a nursery
rhyme. The opening
lines of every book are
famously repetitive: “In
an old house in Paris
that was covered with
vines, lived twelve little
girls in two straight
lines.” This repetition
builds a comforting

familiarity, while the
rhymes often carry
unexpected twists. The
language is playful and
melodic, making the
books perfect for
reading aloud. The
poetic structure also
reinforces the orderly
world of the boarding
school, which is then

disrupted by
adventure. This
contrast between

structure and chaos is
a central theme in the
series.

lconic
l[lustratio
ns

Bemelmans’ artwork is
a hallmark of the
series. He used a
combination of
watercolor, ink, and
scraped paint to create
scenes that are both
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spontaneous and
meticulously

composed. The
illustrations often
feature the

recognizable

landmarks of Paris -
the Eiffel Tower, Notre
Dame, the Luxembourg
Gardens - but they
never feel like
postcards. Instead,
they flow seamlessly
with the narrative,
capturing emotion and
action with bold lines
and cheerful colors.
The yellow hat of
Madeline is a
deliberate design
choice, making her
stand out even in
crowded scenes. Many
editions of the
Madeline series
include fold-out pages
or double-page spreads
that add to the visual
delight, such as the
famous “twelve little
girls in two straight
lines” arranged across

a spread.

The
Character
of
Madeline:
Courage
and
Independ
ence

Madeline herself is a
remarkable heroine.
She is the smallest of
the twelve girls, yet
she is the bravest. In
the first book, when all
the other girls are
afraid of the mouse,
Madeline simply says,
“Pooh-pooh.” When
she needs an
emergency



appendectomy, she
faces it with calm,
even showing off her
scar to her friends.
Bemelmans created a
character who defies
gender stereotypes of
the time: Madeline is
not passive or demure;
she is active,

adventurous, and
sometimes
mischievous. She

rescues a dog in
Madeline’s Rescue,
outwits a circus in
Madeline and the
Gypsies, and travels to
London in Madeline in
London. Her
independence and
bravery resonate with
children who see
themselves in her
determination. The
supporting characters,
especially the loving
but worried Miss
Clavel, add warmth
and depth to the
stories.

EXPLORING THE
MADELINE SERIES
BOOKS

The original Madeline
series consists of six
books written and
illustrated by Ludwig
Bemelmans during his
lifetime. After his
death, other authors
and illustrators
continued the series,
but the original six
remain the core
classics. Let wus
examine each book
and its unique
contribution to the
collection.

Madeline
(1939)

The story that started
it all. It introduces
Madeline, the smallest
of twelve girls living in
a boarding school in
Paris. One night,
Madeline wakes up
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with appendicitis and is
rushed to the hospital.
Her friends visit her
and see her scar,
which Madeline proudly
displays. The book
ends with the girls
declaring that they
want to have their
appendix out too.
Bemelmans’ ability to
turn a medical
emergency into a
playful adventure is a
hallmark of his
storytelling. The
rhyming text and iconic
illustrations of Parisian
rooftops and hospitals
set the standard for
the entire series.

Madeline’
S Rescue
(1953)

This Caldecott Medal-
winning book continues
Madeline's adventures

when she falls into the
Seine River and is
rescued by a dog. The
dog, named
Genevieve, becomes a
beloved member of the
boarding school, but
conflicts arise when
the trustees object to
having a dog. Through
cleverness and loyalty,
the community comes
together to keep
Genevieve. This book
explores themes of
friendship,
compassion, and
sticking up for what is
right. The illustrations
of Paris along the river
are particularly
charming, and
Genevieve's expressive
face adds emotional
weight to the story.

Madeline



and the
Bad Hat
(1956)

Here, Madeline meets
Pepito, the son of the
Spanish ambassador
who moves next door.
Pepito is a
troublemaker who
torments the girls and
their dog. But when
Pepito gets into real
danger, Madeline
saves him, and the
children learn a lesson
about patience and

understanding. The
“bad hat” character
offers a nuanced

portrayal of a child
acting out, prompting
discussions about
empathy and second
chances. The book also
features vibrant
Spanish-influenced

scenery and a touch of
mischief that young

readers adore.

Madeline
and the
Gypsies
(1959)

Madeline and Pepito
get lost during a trip to
a carnival and end up
joining a gypsy circus.
They perform tricks
and travel through the
French countryside
until Miss Clavel and
the other girls rescue
them. This book is
filled with the romance
of circus life, colorful
costumes, and a sense
of freedom. It also
touches on themes of
home and belonging.
Bemelmans’

illustrations of the
gypsy caravans and
the beautiful French
landscape are some of

8 Madeline Series By Ludwig

2024-06-05

Bemelmans



Madeline Series By Ludwig Bemelmans 9

his most atmospheric.

Madeline
in London
(1961)

When Pepito moves to
London, Madeline and
the other girls travel
there to visit him. They
experience the sights
of London, including
the Queen’s Guard and
the changing of the
guard. However, Pepito
is homesick and
unhappy. In a touching
gesture, the girls buy
him a horse to cheer
him up. The horse
causes hilarious chaos,
but everything ends
well. This book
expands the series’
geographical scope
and introduces new

landmarks. It
reinforces the
importance of

friendship
distances.

Madeline
and the
Old
House In
Paris
(1963)

In the final book
authored by
Bemelmans before his
death, the girls
discover that a nearby
old house is haunted.
Madeline investigates
and finds that the
ghost is actually a
lonely old man. The
story explores fear,
compassion, and
community. The
spooky elements are
gently handled, making

acCross



it a perfect Halloween
read. The illustrations
of the decrepit house
contrast with the sunny
Parisian scenes, adding
a layer of mystery.

After Bemelmans
passed away in 1962,
his grandson John
Bemelmans Marciano
continued the series
with additional titles,
but the original six

books remain the
foundational texts.
Each book in the
Madeline series

stands alone, yet
together they form a
cohesive world of
friendship, bravery,
and the beauty of
Paris.

THE LEGACY AND
ADAPTATIONS OF
THE MADELINE
SERIES

The influence of the
Madeline series by
Ludwig Bemelmans

10

extends far beyond the
printed page. Madeline
has become a global
icon, appearing in a
wide variety of media
and merchandise.

Televisio
n and
Film
Adaptatio
ns

In 1993, an animated
television series titled
Madeline aired,
introducing the
character to a new
generation. The show
maintained the charm
of the original books
while expanding the
stories. It was co-
produced by DIC
Entertainment and ran
for three seasons. The
theme song, with its
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memorable melody
and lyrics echoing the
books’ opening lines,
became instantly
recognizable. In 1998,
a live-action film
Madeline was released,
starring Frances
McDormand as Miss
Clavel and featuring a
young Hatty Jones as
Madeline. The film
captured the spirit of
the series with its mix
of humor and heart.
More recently, the
books have been
adapted into board
games, apps, and
stage plays, ensuring
that Madeline remains
a familiar figure.

Merchand
Ise and

11

Cultural
Impact

The yellow hat and
blue coat are among
the most iconic
costumes for children,
especially around
Halloween. Madeline
has inspired dolls,
puzzles, and even a
line of clothing. The
series has been
translated into dozens
of languages, and it
continues to be a
staple in libraries and
classrooms. The phrase
“I'm Madeline!” is
often used to describe
a fearless child.
Moreover, the books
have been studied for
their literary qualities,
with scholars praising
Bemelmans’ use of



