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REDISCOVERING A
CLASSIC:
MADELINE AND
THE GYPSIES BY
LUDWIG
BEMELMANS

For generations, the
small but fearless
Madeline has captured
the hearts of children
and adults alike.
Created by the
Austrian-born author
and illustrator Ludwig
Bemelmans, the
Madeline series is a
cornerstone of
children’s literature.

Among the most
charming and
adventurous

installments is

Madeline And The
Gypsies. Published in
1959, this story takes
the beloved character
and her friends on a
delightful detour from
their orderly Parisian
life into the colorful
and unpredictable
world of a traveling
carnival. Whether you
are rediscovering this
book from your own
childhood or
introducing it to a new
generation,

Bemelmans’ classic
tale offers a wonderful


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

blend of mischief,
rhythm, and artistry.
This article explores
the story, its themes,
its unique place in the
series, and why it
remains a timeless
read for children today.

An
Overview
of the
Story

In Madeline And The
Gypsies, the plot
begins in a very
familiar way. The
twelve little girls,
dressed in their
distinctive blue-and-
white uniforms, live in
an old house in Paris
covered with vines.
Under the watchful eye
of Miss Clavel, they go
for their daily walks.
However, the routine is

disrupted when a
colorful gypsy carnival
arrives in town. Pepito,
the mischievous son of
the Spanish
Ambassador (a
recurring character in
the series), s
particularly captivated
by the carnival’s
magic. Madeline, ever
the adventurous one,
joins him.

The adventure truly
begins when Madeline
and Pepito get a bit too
close to the action.

They are
accidentally—or
perhaps

magically—swept up in
the festivities. The pair
ends up running away
with the carnival,
joining the gypsies as
they travel from town
to town. Madeline
becomes a tightrope
walker, showcasing her
natural balance and
courage, while Pepito
finds his calling as a
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lion tamer. For a brief
period, the two live a
life of freedom,
performing under the
big top and
experiencing the
nomadic lifestyle.
However, as the story
progresses, a sense of
longing for home
begins to creep in.
Meanwhile, back at the
old house in Paris, Miss
Clavel is frantic with
worry. The climax of
the story involves a
dramatic rescue, a
twist of fate involving a
broken circus trailer,
and a heartwarming
return to the safety
and routine of the
boarding school.

THE KEY
CHARACTERS AND
THEIR DEPTH

Madeline:

The
Embodim
ent of
Fearless
Curiosity

Madeline is the
protagonist we all
know and love. She is
the smallest of the
twelve girls, yet she
possesses the biggest
personality. In
Madeline And The
Gypsies, her defining
traits—curiosity,
bravery, and a touch of
defiance—are on full
display. She does not
run away out of malice
or disobedience, but
out of a genuine thirst
for adventure.
Bemelmans uses
Madeline to represent
the childlike desire to



see what lies beyond
the familiar walls. Her
ability to walk a
tightrope without fear
highlights her innate
grace and confidence.
She is not just a
passive participant in
the story; she actively
shapes her adventure.
This makes her a
powerful role model for
young readers,
showing that it is okay
to be curious and
brave, even if it leads
to unexpected places.

Pepito:
The
Catalyst
for
Adventur

e

Pepito, the "bad hat" of
the series, serves as
the perfect foil for

Madeline. While
Madeline is brave,
Pepito is often

reckless. He is the one
who is initially more
drawn to the chaos of
the carnival. His
energy and
impulsiveness often
push the plot forward.
In this story, Pepito’s
character is fleshed out
a bit more. He is not
just a troublemaker; he
is lonely. The carnival
offers him a sense of
belonging and
excitement that his
structured life lacks.
His role as a lion tamer
is wonderfully absurd
and fitting for his
dramatic personality.
The dynamic between
Madeline’'s steady
courage and Pepito’s
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wild energy creates a
balanced and
entertaining
partnership.

Miss
Clavel:
The
Anchor of
Security

No Madeline story is
complete without the
ever-vigilant Miss
Clavel. She is the
archetype of the
caring, slightly anxious
caregiver. Her famous
line, "Something is not
right!" is a recurring
motif in the series. In
Madeline And The
Gypsies, Miss Clavel
represents the pull of
home and safety. While
Madeline is having the
adventure of a lifetime

under the big top, Miss
Clavel is tirelessly
searching for her.
Bemelmans masterfully
contrasts the freedom
of the gypsy camp with
the structured security
of the boarding school.
Miss Clavel’s worry is
palpable, and her relief
at the end of the story
is deeply satisfying.
She reminds readers
that adventure is
wonderful, but having
someone who cares
about you enough to
worry is just as
important.

THEMATIC
ANALYSIS:
FREEDOM VS.
SECURITY

One of the most
compelling aspects of
Madeline And The

Gypsies is its
exploration of the
tension between

freedom and security.
The gypsies represent



an unstructured,
artistic, and nomadic
lifestyle. They move
with the wind, perform
under the stars, and
live by their own rules.
For a child, this is an
intoxicating fantasy.
There are no rules
about bedtimes, no
formal lessons, and no
uniform. Madeline gets
to wear a sparkly
costume and walk a
tightrope. This is every
child’s dream of
running away to the
circus.

However, Bemelmans
does not romanticize
this lifestyle to the
point of ignoring its
downsides. The story
subtly hints at the lack
of permanence and the
potential loneliness of
such a life. The climax,
where the caravan rolls
away with the gypsies
(including the sleeping
children), is a moment
of lost control. It is a

gentle reminder that
total freedom can also
mean a lack of safety.
The resolution brings
the children back to
the predictable, loving
environment of the
school. The famous
final lines, "That's all
there is, there isn't any
more," confirm the
return to order.
Bemelmans suggests
that while adventure is
necessary for growth,
the comfort of a stable
home is ultimately
where happiness lies.
This nuanced take on a
common childhood
fantasy is why the
book resonates so
deeply.

LUDWIG
BEMELMANS’
ARTISTIC STYLE
AND
ILLUSTRATION

To discuss Madeline
And The Gypsies
without discussing the

6 Madeline And The Gypsies By Ludwig2025-02-06
Bemelmans



Madeline And The Gypsies By Ludwig
Bemelmans 7

illustrations would be a
disservice. Ludwig
Bemelmans was not
just a writer; he was a
gifted painter and
illustrator. His artwork
is a defining feature of
the series. In this book,
the illustrations are
particularly vibrant.
The color palette shifts
from the muted,
familiar tones of the
Parisian streets and
the austere school
rooms to the bold,
primary colors of the
carnival.

Bemelmans uses a
loose, gestural line that
gives his drawings a
sense of movement
and life. In the carnival
scenes, the pages
burst with reds,
yellows, and greens.
The depiction of the
gypsy camp is almost
impressionistic. He
does not aim for
photographic realism;
instead, he captures

the feeling of a
moment. The famous
double-page spread of
Madeline walking the
tightrope is a
masterclass in visual
storytelling. The line of
the rope draws the eye
across the page, and
the crowd below is a
blur of color and
excitement.
Furthermore,
Bemelmans often
integrates the text into
the illustrations,
making the book feel
like a unified work of
art. His unique visual
style lends an air of
sophistication to the
children's book genre,
making it enjoyable for
adults to read aloud as
well.

The Role



of Paris

and th
c:arﬂivainival is a place

Setting

The setting of
Madeline And The
Gypsies is crucial to
its charm. Paris is not
just a backdrop; it is a
character. Bemelmans,
who lived much of his
life in France and the
United States, had a
deep affection for
Paris. He captures the
essence of a Parisian
summer—the light, the
architecture, and the
bustle of the streets.
The arrival of the
gypsy carnival
represents the
intrusion of the exotic
into the everyday.

Carnivals and fairs
have a long history in

European literature as
places of magic,
transgression, and
ECiaI mixing.
Bemelmans taps into

tradition. The

where the rules of
society are temporarily
suspended. It is a
space for spectacle
and wonder. For
Madeline and Pepito, it
represents a world
without Miss Clavel’s
rules. However, by the
end of the story, the
carnival also becomes
a place of loneliness.
The careful framing of
the carnival—first as

magical, then as
isolating—is a
testament to

Bemelmans’ skill as a
storyteller. He allows
the reader to enjoy the
fantasy fully, but also
guides them to
appreciate the reality
of home.
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READING LEVEL
AND LITERARY
MERIT

Like other books in the
series, Madeline And
The Gypsies is written
in a distinctive rhythm.
Bemelmans uses a
rhyming couplet
structure that s
pleasant to the ear.
While the meter is not
always perfectly strict,
the flow is natural and
engaging. The
language is rich but
accessible. He uses
words that might be
new to a young reader,
such as "caravan" or
"trapeze," but the
context makes them
easy to understand.

The book is typically
recommended for
children aged 3 to 7
years. However, its
literary merit extends
beyond its target age
group. The use of
irony, the sophisticated

humor, and the artistic
sophistication of the
illustrations make it a
book that can be
appreciated at multiple
levels. It is a text that
can be used to teach
children about
narrative structure,
character motivation,
and the concept of
"home." Moreover, it
introduces children to
the idea of other
cultures (the Romani
people, however
stereotypically
portrayed for the era)
and alternative
lifestyles. While
modern readers may
view the depiction of
the gypsies through a
more critical lens, the
story’s core message
about adventure and
belonging remains
universal.

THE LEGACY OF
MADELINE AND




THE GYPSIES

Over six decades after
its publication,
Madeline And The
Gypsies continues to
be a staple in
children’s libraries. It
has been translated
into numerous
languages and has
been adapted for
television and stage.
The book holds a
special place in the
series because it
represents one of the
few times Madeline
truly leaves her
familiar environment. It
expands the world of
the story.

The book also serves
as a wonderful
example of mid-20th-
century children’s
literature. It reflects a
time when children’s
books were allowed to
be both beautiful and a
little bit dark. There is
a genuine sense of
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peril in the story.
Madeline and Pepito
are truly lost for a
period, and the finale
involves a runaway
trailer. Bemelmans
trusts his young
readers to handle this
tension, and the payoff
is @ more satisfying
emotional resolution.
This trust in the child
reader is one of the
reasons the Madeline
books have aged so
well.

Why This
Book
Remains
Relevant
Today

In an age of digital
entertainment and
over-scheduled lives,
the story of Madeline
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and her gypsy
adventure feels almost
revolutionary. It
champions
unstructured play and
the value of getting
lost in an imaginary
world. The book
encourages children to
be resourceful.
Madeline does not
have a phone or a
map; she has her wits
and her courage.

Furthermore, the
book’s emphasis on
building a community
is timeless. The twelve
little girls are a family.
The gypsies offer a
different kind of
community—one based
on shared talent and
travel. When Madeline
returns to her little bed
in the old house, she is
returning to her chosen
family. This message of
belonging is crucial for
young children
navigating their own
social worlds. The book
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gently teaches that
home is not just a
place, but a feeling of
being loved and
accepted.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS JOURNEY
WORTH TAKING

In the vast landscape
of children's literature,
Madeline And The
Gypsies By Ludwig
Bemelmans stands
out as a masterpiece of
storytelling and
illustration. It is a book
that understands the
dual desires of a child’s
heart: the desire for
wild, unbridled
adventure, and the
equally strong desire
for the safety of home.
Through its rhythmic
text, vibrant Parisian
setting, and
unforgettable

characters, the book
transports readers to a
world of magic and
mischief. Madeline’s



tightrope walk is a
metaphor for the
balance we all seek in
life. Ludwig
Bemelmans gifted us a
story that is as
relevant today as it
was in 1959, reminding
us that the best
adventures always end
with a safe return to
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those who love us.
Whether you are
reading it for the first
time or the hundredth,
this classic tale
continues to inspire a
sense of wonder and a
love for the
extraordinary found in
the ordinary day.
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