
A Single Shard By Linda Sue Park

A Single Shard is a poignant novel by Linda Sue Park that transports readers to 12th-century Korea,
focusing on the life of a young orphan named Tree-ear. The story, rich in historical context and
emotional depth, explores themes of perseverance, artistry, and the importance of mentorship.
Through Tree-ear's journey, Park not only crafts a compelling narrative but also sheds light on the
intricate world of pottery, a central element in Korean culture. This article delves into the key
aspects of the novel, its characters, themes, and significance in young adult literature.

Overview of the Novel

Plot Summary

A Single Shard follows Tree-ear, a 12-year-old boy living under a bridge in a small village near the
coast of Korea. Orphaned and alone, Tree-ear survives by scavenging for food and occasionally
working for a local potter named Min. Tree-ear admires Min’s craftsmanship and dreams of
becoming a potter himself. The story begins with Tree-ear's fascination with Min's work, particularly



the delicate and intricate celadon pottery for which the area is famous.

The plot thickens when Tree-ear learns about the prestigious contest held in the capital to select the
finest potter in the region. Motivated by a desire to prove himself and support Min, Tree-ear decides
to help gather materials for Min’s work. His dedication leads him on a perilous journey, filled with
challenges and personal growth, culminating in a heartfelt conclusion that highlights the value of
hard work, friendship, and artistic integrity.

Main Characters

Tree-ear

Tree-ear is the protagonist and the driving force of the story. His character is defined by his
resilience, curiosity, and determination. Despite his difficult circumstances, he possesses a deep
appreciation for art and craftsmanship, which fuels his desire to learn and succeed.

Min

Min is the master potter who initially appears gruff and unapproachable. However, as the story
progresses, layers of his character are revealed, showcasing his passion for pottery and the
pressures he faces in pursuit of excellence. Min becomes a mentor figure for Tree-ear, challenging
him to strive for greatness.

Ajima

Ajima, a kind woman who takes care of Tree-ear, represents warmth and community. Her nurturing
nature provides a stark contrast to the harsh realities of Tree-ear's life, illustrating the importance of
human connection and support.

Supporting Characters

- The Bandit: A character who embodies the dangers of Tree-ear’s world, representing the threats
that lurk in the shadows and the risks of his journey.
- The Other Potters: They provide a backdrop to the competitive atmosphere of the pottery world
and reflect the social dynamics of the time.

Themes

Perseverance and Resilience

One of the central themes of A Single Shard is perseverance. Tree-ear's journey is fraught with
obstacles, but his determination to help Min and prove his worth drives him forward. His character
exemplifies the idea that success is often born from hard work and an unwillingness to give up.

Artistry and Craftsmanship



The novel intricately weaves the theme of artistry throughout the narrative. Tree-ear’s admiration
for Min’s pottery serves not only as a personal aspiration but also as a commentary on the value of
craftsmanship in a rapidly changing world. The detailed descriptions of the pottery-making process
highlight the dedication and skill required to create art that endures.

Mentorship and Growth

The relationship between Tree-ear and Min serves as a powerful exploration of mentorship. Min's
initial reluctance to accept Tree-ear as an apprentice gradually shifts to one of respect and
recognition. This evolution emphasizes the significance of guidance and support in the journey of
self-discovery.

Significance of Pottery in the Novel

Cultural Importance

The art of pottery is not merely a backdrop in A Single Shard; it is integral to the story’s setting and
themes. In 12th-century Korea, pottery held deep cultural significance, representing both artistic
expression and societal status. The novel educates readers about the history and techniques of
Korean pottery, allowing them to appreciate the artistry involved.

Symbolism of the Celadon Pottery

Celadon pottery, characterized by its distinctive jade-green glaze, serves as a symbol of beauty and
excellence in the novel. It represents Tree-ear’s dreams and aspirations, as well as the challenges he
faces in pursuit of these ideals. The significance of the celadon pottery contest underscores the
competitive nature of artistry and the lengths to which one must go to achieve recognition and
success.

Pottery Techniques Explained

- Clay Preparation: The initial stage of pottery, where raw materials are collected and processed.
- Shaping: The technique used to mold the clay into desired forms, showcasing the potter’s skill.
- Firing: A crucial step that involves baking the pottery at high temperatures to achieve durability
and aesthetic qualities.
- Glazing: Applying a glass-like coating to enhance the beauty and functionality of the pottery.

Writing Style and Structure

Linda Sue Park employs a lyrical yet accessible writing style, making the novel suitable for a wide
range of readers, particularly young adults. The narrative is rich in imagery, enabling readers to
visualize the historical setting and the intricate details of pottery-making. The pacing of the story is
well-balanced, allowing for moments of tension and reflection.

Character Development



Character development is a strong point in A Single Shard. Tree-ear’s transformation from a mere
observer to an active participant in his own destiny is compelling. The relationships he forms with
Min and other characters contribute significantly to his growth, illustrating the impact of community
and mentorship on personal development.

Conclusion

In conclusion, A Single Shard by Linda Sue Park is a beautifully crafted novel that combines a rich
historical context with timeless themes of perseverance, artistry, and mentorship. Through the
journey of Tree-ear, readers are invited to reflect on the importance of dedication and the pursuit of
excellence in any craft. The novel not only entertains but also educates, providing insights into the
world of Korean pottery and the cultural significance surrounding it.

As a work of young adult literature, A Single Shard stands out for its depth and emotional resonance,
making it a valuable addition to any reading list. It encourages readers to appreciate the beauty of
art and the resilience of the human spirit, inspiring a sense of hope and determination in the face of
adversity. Linda Sue Park’s ability to weave these elements together results in a narrative that is
both impactful and memorable, leaving a lasting impression on its audience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Single Shard' by Linda Sue
Park?
The central theme of 'A Single Shard' revolves around the concepts of perseverance, craftsmanship,
and the importance of relationships, particularly the bond between a mentor and a student.

Who is the main character in 'A Single Shard' and what is his
primary goal?
The main character is Tree-ear, an orphan boy who aspires to become a master potter. His primary
goal is to learn the art of pottery and to honor his late friend, Crane-man, by succeeding in this craft.

How does the setting of 12th century Korea influence the
story?
The setting of 12th century Korea plays a crucial role in shaping the story, as it reflects the historical
context of pottery making, cultural traditions, and the societal challenges faced by the characters,
particularly in terms of class and survival.

What role does the character Min play in Tree-ear's journey?
Min is a master potter who initially appears gruff and unapproachable, but he becomes a crucial
mentor for Tree-ear. Through their interactions, Tree-ear learns the value of hard work, dedication,
and the intricacies of the pottery craft.



What obstacles does Tree-ear face in 'A Single Shard'?
Tree-ear faces several obstacles throughout the story, including poverty, the challenge of gaining
Min's trust, the rigorous demands of mastering pottery, and the societal limitations imposed on
orphans during that time.

What is the significance of the title 'A Single Shard'?
The title 'A Single Shard' symbolizes the idea of beauty and potential found in imperfection. It
reflects Tree-ear's journey and the notion that even a small piece of pottery can hold great
significance and artistry, much like Tree-ear's growth and potential.
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