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paterson
The Great Gilly Hopkins is a captivating novel by Katherine Paterson that
explores themes of identity, belonging, and the struggles of a young girl
navigating the complexities of life in foster care. This timeless story
resonates with readers of all ages, presenting a poignant narrative filled
with humor, heart, and the challenges of growing up. In this article, we will
delve into the various elements that make "The Great Gilly Hopkins" a
remarkable piece of literature, from its characters and themes to its
critical reception and lasting impact on readers.

Overview of the Story

At the center of "The Great Gilly Hopkins" is Gilly, an eleven-year-old girl
who has been shuffled through multiple foster homes. She is tough, street-
smart, and fiercely independent, yet beneath her bravado lies a deep yearning
for a sense of belonging and love. The story begins when Gilly is placed in
the care of Maime Trotter, an unconventional foster mother, and her adopted
son, William Ernest.

Setting and Context

The novel is set in a small town in the United States, emphasizing the stark
realities of the foster care system. Gilly's journey through various homes
has left her jaded, and her interactions with others reflect her defensive
mechanisms. Paterson skillfully paints a picture of Gilly's world, allowing
readers to understand the challenges faced by children in similar situations.

Main Characters

The richness of "The Great Gilly Hopkins" lies in its well-developed
characters. Each character plays a significant role in Gilly's life,
reflecting the various facets of family, acceptance, and resilience.

Gilly Hopkins: The protagonist, Gilly is a complex character who
oscillates between tough and vulnerable. Her sharp tongue and rebellious
spirit mask her deeper insecurities.

Maime Trotter: Gilly's foster mother, Maime is a loving and nurturing
figure who provides Gilly with the stability she desperately needs,



despite her unconventional methods.

William Ernest: Maime's adopted son, William is shy and timid but serves
as a contrast to Gilly. His quiet strength and kindness gradually
influence Gilly’s transformation.

Mr. Randolph: Gilly's teacher, who recognizes her potential and
encourages her to embrace her talents, offering another layer of support
in Gilly's life.

Character Development

Throughout the novel, Gilly's character undergoes significant development.
Initially, she is defensive and resistant to attachment, having learned to
fend for herself in a harsh world. However, as she interacts with Maime and
William, she begins to let down her guard. This journey towards vulnerability
and acceptance is a central theme in the narrative.

Themes Explored in the Novel

Katherine Paterson weaves several powerful themes into "The Great Gilly
Hopkins," making the story resonate on multiple levels.

Identity and Belonging

One of the most prominent themes is the search for identity and belonging.
Gilly's experiences in various foster homes have left her feeling like an
outsider. Her rebellious behavior is a cry for help, revealing her internal
struggle as she longs for a place to call home. The novel illustrates how
relationships can shape one's identity, highlighting the importance of
acceptance and love.

Resilience in the Face of Adversity

Gilly's journey is also a testament to resilience. Despite her difficult
circumstances, she displays strength and determination. Paterson emphasizes
that even in the face of adversity, individuals can overcome their challenges
with support and understanding from others. Gilly's transformation speaks to
the power of community and connection.



Friendship and Family

The novel redefines the concept of family. Through her interactions with
Maime and William, Gilly learns that family is not solely defined by blood
relations but can be formed through love and support. The bonds she creates
with her foster family challenge her preconceived notions, allowing her to
experience genuine connection for the first time.

Critical Reception

"The Great Gilly Hopkins" has received widespread acclaim since its
publication. Critics and educators have praised Paterson's ability to tackle
complex issues with authenticity and sensitivity. The novel won the Newbery
Honor in 1979, solidifying its place in children's literature.

Impact on Readers

The impact of "The Great Gilly Hopkins" on readers is profound. Many young
readers identify with Gilly's struggles, finding solace in her story. The
novel encourages discussions about foster care, identity, and the importance
of empathy and understanding in our interactions with others.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "The Great Gilly Hopkins" by Katherine Paterson is a
compelling exploration of the trials and tribulations faced by a young girl
in search of belonging and identity. Through Gilly's journey, readers are
invited to reflect on the definitions of family, the importance of
resilience, and the transformative power of love and acceptance. This
timeless tale continues to resonate with audiences, making it a must-read for
children and adults alike. Whether you are revisiting Gilly's story or
encountering it for the first time, the lessons embedded in this novel are
sure to leave a lasting impression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Great
Gilly Hopkins'?
The novel explores themes of identity, belonging, and the impact of family
dynamics, particularly focusing on the importance of love and acceptance.



Who is the protagonist of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins'?
The protagonist is Gilly Hopkins, an eleven-year-old girl who is tough and
resourceful but struggles with her feelings of abandonment and search for a
permanent home.

How does Gilly's background influence her behavior
in the story?
Gilly's tumultuous upbringing in foster care makes her defensive and
rebellious, as she fears attachment and betrayal from those around her.

What role does the character of Maime Trotter play
in Gilly's life?
Maime Trotter, Gilly's foster mother, provides a stable and loving
environment that challenges Gilly's perceptions of family and trust.

How does Gilly's relationship with her classmates
evolve throughout the book?
Initially, Gilly struggles to connect with her classmates due to her tough
exterior, but as she opens up, she forms meaningful friendships that help her
grow.

What is the significance of Gilly's interactions
with her biological mother?
Gilly's interactions with her mother highlight her longing for connection and
the complexities of familial relationships, ultimately influencing her self-
identity.

How does Katherine Paterson use humor in 'The Great
Gilly Hopkins'?
Paterson incorporates humor through Gilly's witty remarks and observations,
which provide relief from the heavier emotional themes and showcase her
character's resilience.

In what ways does Gilly's character develop by the
end of the novel?
By the end of the novel, Gilly learns to trust others, embrace vulnerability,
and understand the value of love and acceptance, marking significant personal
growth.



What impact does 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' have on
discussions about foster care?
The novel sheds light on the challenges faced by children in the foster care
system, promoting empathy and understanding while igniting discussions on the
importance of stable homes.

Why is 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' considered a
classic in children's literature?
It is considered a classic due to its relatable characters, poignant themes,
and the way it addresses complex emotional issues in a manner accessible to
young readers.
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