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The Sign of the Beaver is a historical novel written by Elizabeth George Speare, published in 1983.
The story is set in the 18th century American wilderness and follows the life of a young boy named
Matt, who is left to fend for himself while his family goes back to Massachusetts for a short time. This
book explores themes of survival, friendship, and cultural exchange, making it a significant
contribution to children's literature. This article delves into the story's plot, characters, themes, and
the importance of the book within the context of American literature.

Plot Summary

The Sign of the Beaver begins with Matt, a 12-year-old boy, who has recently moved with his family to
a remote part of Maine to build a new life. His father leaves him alone to guard their cabin while he
returns to fetch the rest of the family. This creates a situation in which Matt must learn to survive on
his own in the wilderness, facing both physical challenges and emotional struggles.

As Matt navigates his solitary life, he encounters various hardships, including a lack of food and the
threat of wild animals. He soon meets a Native American boy named Attean, a member of the Beaver
tribe. Their initial interactions are marked by misunderstanding and cultural differences, but they
gradually develop a friendship that transcends these barriers. Attean teaches Matt essential survival
skills, such as hunting and foraging, while Matt shares aspects of his own culture with Attean.

The climax of the story occurs when Matt’s family returns, and he is faced with a choice between
returning to civilization and staying in the wilderness with his newfound friend. This decision
ultimately leads to Matt's growth and understanding of the complex relationship between Native
Americans and settlers.

Characters

The characters in The Sign of the Beaver are well-developed and embody the diverse perspectives
present in the story. Here are some of the main characters:

Matt
Matt is the protagonist of the story, a young boy who embodies courage and resilience. He is
determined to protect his family's home and prove his worth. Throughout the novel, he matures
emotionally and learns to appreciate different cultures.

Attean
Attean is a Native American boy from the Beaver tribe who becomes Matt’s friend and mentor. He



represents the voice of indigenous peoples and their connection to the land. Through Attean, readers
gain insight into Native American culture, traditions, and the challenges faced by indigenous
communities during the colonial period.

Matt's Father
Matt's father is a figure of strength and guidance, representing the ideals of pioneering spirit and
perseverance. His decision to leave Matt alone in the wilderness serves as a catalyst for Matt’s growth
throughout the story.

Matt's Mother
Although she does not play a significant role in the story, Matt's mother symbolizes the importance of
family and home. Her character provides a contrast to the wilderness setting and highlights the
emotional struggles associated with separation.

Themes

The Sign of the Beaver explores several profound themes that resonate with readers of all ages.
These themes include:

Survival and Independence
One of the central themes of the novel is survival. Matt learns to rely on himself and develop skills
necessary for living in the wilderness. His journey reflects the broader theme of independence, as he
transitions from a dependent boy to a capable young man. The novel illustrates that true survival is
not just about physical endurance but also emotional strength and resilience.

Cultural Exchange and Understanding
The friendship between Matt and Attean serves as a powerful commentary on cultural exchange.
Initially, they struggle to understand each other's customs and perspectives, but as they spend time
together, they learn to appreciate their differences. The novel emphasizes the importance of empathy
and open-mindedness in bridging cultural divides.

Friendship and Loyalty
Matt and Attean's relationship highlights the theme of friendship and loyalty. Their bond deepens as
they face challenges together, showcasing how true friendship can flourish despite cultural
differences. This theme resonates with readers, emphasizing the value of connections and support in
overcoming obstacles.



Literary Significance

The Sign of the Beaver holds a special place in American literature, particularly in the realm of
children's and young adult fiction. It is often included in school curricula and reading lists, allowing
young readers to engage with historical themes and develop empathy for diverse cultures.

Historical Context
Set during a tumultuous period in American history, the novel provides insight into the interactions
between Native Americans and European settlers. It highlights the complexity of these relationships,
often marked by misunderstanding and conflict, while also showcasing moments of cooperation and
friendship. This historical context encourages readers to reflect on the consequences of colonization
and the importance of mutual respect.

Representation of Native American Culture
Speare's portrayal of Attean and his culture is significant, as it offers a more nuanced view of Native
Americans during a time when they were often misrepresented in literature. By giving Attean a voice
and agency, the author challenges stereotypes and invites readers to consider the richness of
indigenous cultures.

Conclusion

The Sign of the Beaver by Elizabeth George Speare is a timeless tale of adventure, survival, and
friendship. Through Matt's journey, readers are encouraged to confront their preconceived notions
about cultural differences and the human experience. The novel serves as a reminder of the
importance of understanding, empathy, and the bonds that unite us, regardless of our backgrounds.
As we navigate the complexities of our modern world, the lessons learned from Matt and Attean's
friendship continue to resonate, making this novel a cherished part of American literature.

In addition to its engaging narrative and rich themes, The Sign of the Beaver remains relevant for
contemporary readers, encouraging discussions about cultural respect and the value of diverse
perspectives. Elizabeth George Speare's masterful storytelling ensures that this classic work will
continue to inspire generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Sign of the
Beaver' by Elizabeth George Speare?
The main themes include survival, friendship, cultural exchange, and the coming-of-age journey. The
story highlights the importance of cooperation and understanding between different cultures.



How does the character of Matt evolve throughout 'The Sign
of the Beaver'?
Matt evolves from a naive young boy to a more mature individual who learns to respect and
appreciate the skills and perspectives of the Native American characters, particularly Attean.

What role does the setting play in 'The Sign of the Beaver'?
The setting in the wilderness of 18th-century Maine is crucial as it shapes the characters' experiences
and challenges. It emphasizes themes of isolation, survival, and the natural world, which influences
the characters' growth.

How does 'The Sign of the Beaver' address the relationship
between Native Americans and European settlers?
The novel presents a nuanced view of the relationship, showcasing both conflict and cooperation. It
highlights the misunderstandings and prejudices between cultures while also emphasizing moments
of friendship and mutual respect.

What lessons does Matt learn about self-reliance and
community in 'The Sign of the Beaver'?
Matt learns that self-reliance is important for survival, but he also discovers the value of community
and collaboration. The support he receives from Attean and his tribe teaches him that working
together can lead to greater strength and resilience.
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