
Doctor Desoto By William Steig

Doctor DeSoto is a charming and whimsical children's book by William Steig,
published in 1982. This delightful story revolves around a clever and
compassionate mouse who serves as a dentist, showcasing themes of bravery,
kindness, and the importance of standing up for one's principles. Steig’s
unique blend of humor and moral lessons, combined with his distinctive
illustrations, has made "Doctor DeSoto" a beloved classic in children's
literature. This article delves into the plot, characters, themes, and the
impact of the book on its readers, highlighting why it remains a significant
work in the realm of children's storytelling.

Plot Summary

Doctor DeSoto tells the story of a mouse dentist named Doctor DeSoto, who
runs a successful practice with his wife, Mrs. DeSoto, in a little house on
the edge of a forest. The plot unfolds as Doctor DeSoto encounters a patient
who is unlike any other he has treated—a hungry fox. The fox, suffering from
a severe toothache, seeks the help of Doctor DeSoto, knowing that he could
easily make a meal out of the tiny mouse. However, Doctor DeSoto is not only
a skilled dentist; he is also wise and compassionate.



The Encounter with the Fox

- Setting the Scene: The first encounter between Doctor DeSoto and the fox
establishes the central conflict of the story. The fox, desperate and in
pain, pleads for help, but his predatory nature creates tension.
- The Dilemma: Doctor DeSoto is faced with a moral dilemma: should he help
the fox, knowing that he may be putting himself in danger? The story captures
the essence of this struggle, revealing Doctor DeSoto's character as he
weighs his options.

The Dental Procedure

- An Unexpected Turn: After careful consideration and a conversation with
Mrs. DeSoto, Doctor DeSoto decides to treat the fox's toothache, armed with
the knowledge that compassion can sometimes prevail over fear.
- The Procedure: The dental procedure is both humorous and tense. Doctor
DeSoto cleverly uses his skills to ensure the fox is comfortable while also
taking precautions to protect himself. The illustrations vividly depict the
interaction, blending humor with the underlying tension of the situation.

Character Analysis

Doctor DeSoto is a character rich in depth, embodying various qualities that
resonate with readers of all ages.

Doctor DeSoto

- Wisdom and Compassion: Doctor DeSoto is portrayed as a wise and
compassionate figure. His decision to help the fox, despite the inherent
risks, highlights his character's bravery and empathy.
- Professionalism: As a dentist, he exhibits professionalism and dedication
to his craft. His meticulous approach to dentistry reflects a commitment to
his patients' well-being, regardless of their nature.

Mrs. DeSoto

- Supportive Partner: Mrs. DeSoto plays a crucial role in the story as Doctor
DeSoto’s confidante and supporter. She encourages him to consider the fox's
plight and stands by his side during the dental procedure.
- Voice of Reason: Throughout the story, she serves as the voice of reason,
reminding Doctor DeSoto of the importance of caution while also highlighting
the value of compassion.



The Fox

- Complexity of Character: The fox is not merely a villain; he is a complex
character who embodies the theme of desperation. His initial predatory
instincts are challenged as he experiences vulnerability and pain.
- Transformation: The fox’s character arc reflects a transformation from a
potential threat to a grateful patient, illustrating how kindness can change
perceptions and foster understanding.

Themes and Messages

Doctor DeSoto is not just a delightful tale; it is imbued with important
themes and messages that resonate with its audience.

Compassion and Kindness

- Helping Others: The primary theme of compassion is evident in Doctor
DeSoto's decision to help the fox despite the risks. This message teaches
young readers the importance of kindness, even towards those who may seem
threatening.
- Empathy in Action: The story encourages children to empathize with others'
struggles, fostering a sense of understanding and care for those in need.

Courage in the Face of Fear

- Facing Fears: Doctor DeSoto’s bravery in treating the fox exemplifies the
idea that courage does not mean the absence of fear but rather the
willingness to act despite it.
- Moral Courage: The book emphasizes moral courage, encouraging readers to
stand up for what is right, even when it is difficult.

The Power of Friendship

- Building Trust: The relationship between Doctor DeSoto and the fox evolves
from one of fear to mutual respect and understanding. This transformation
highlights the potential for friendship across perceived boundaries.
- Community and Support: The support that Mrs. DeSoto provides underscores
the importance of having a supportive partner in facing challenges,
reinforcing the idea that relationships are vital in overcoming fears.



Illustrations and Style

William Steig's illustrations in Doctor DeSoto play a significant role in
bringing the story to life.

Artistic Style

- Whimsical Illustrations: Steig’s artistic style is characterized by
whimsical and detailed illustrations that capture the emotions and
personality of the characters. The vibrant colors and expressive forms
enhance the storytelling experience.
- Visual Humor: The illustrations often include humorous elements that
complement the text, engaging young readers and making the story more
accessible.

Impact on Readers

- Captivating Young Minds: The combination of engaging illustrations and a
heartfelt story captivates young readers, encouraging a love for reading and
storytelling.
- Discussion Starter: The themes presented in the book serve as excellent
conversation starters between parents and children, providing opportunities
to discuss values such as kindness, bravery, and the importance of helping
others.

Legacy of Doctor DeSoto

Doctor DeSoto has left a lasting impact on children's literature and
continues to be cherished by new generations of readers.

A Timeless Classic

- Enduring Popularity: Since its publication, the book has maintained its
popularity, often included in school curriculums and recommended reading
lists.
- Awards and Recognition: The book has received numerous accolades, including
being a Caldecott Honor Book, which further solidifies its status as a
classic in children’s literature.



Adaptations and Influence

- Adaptations: The story has inspired various adaptations, including animated
short films and stage productions, expanding its reach beyond the pages of
the book.
- Influence on Future Writers: Steig’s work has influenced many contemporary
children’s authors, encouraging them to incorporate meaningful themes and
rich illustrations in their storytelling.

Conclusion

In summary, Doctor DeSoto by William Steig is a heartwarming tale that
transcends age barriers through its engaging narrative, rich characters, and
meaningful themes. The story not only entertains but also imparts essential
life lessons about compassion, courage, and the value of kindness. As readers
delve into the world of Doctor DeSoto, they are reminded of the power of
empathy and the importance of helping others, regardless of their
differences. This timeless classic will continue to inspire and resonate with
audiences for years to come, solidifying its place in the pantheon of
children’s literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main plot of 'Doctor DeSoto' by William
Steig?
The story follows a clever mouse dentist, Doctor DeSoto, who treats animals
in his office. He faces a moral dilemma when a hungry fox, who is known for
eating mice, comes to him for dental work.

What themes are explored in 'Doctor DeSoto'?
The book explores themes of kindness, morality, and the importance of
cleverness and wit in overcoming challenges. It also examines the idea of
trust and the consequences of betrayal.

Who are the main characters in 'Doctor DeSoto'?
The main characters include Doctor DeSoto, his wife Mrs. DeSoto, and the fox
who seeks dental help, representing a mix of cleverness and danger.

What age group is 'Doctor DeSoto' suitable for?
'Doctor DeSoto' is suitable for children aged 4 to 8, making it a great read-
aloud choice for young audiences.



How does Doctor DeSoto handle the situation with the
fox?
Doctor DeSoto cleverly devises a plan to help the fox while ensuring his own
safety, ultimately teaching a lesson about trust and cleverness.

What style of illustration is used in 'Doctor
DeSoto'?
The book features charming and whimsical illustrations by William Steig,
which complement the playful tone of the story.

Has 'Doctor DeSoto' received any awards?
'Doctor DeSoto' won the prestigious Caldecott Honor in 1983, recognizing its
excellence in children's literature.

What lesson can children learn from 'Doctor DeSoto'?
Children can learn about the importance of using intelligence and creativity
to solve problems, as well as the significance of being cautious in trusting
others.

Is there a sequel or related book to 'Doctor
DeSoto'?
Yes, there is a sequel titled 'Doctor DeSoto Goes to Africa', which continues
the adventures of Doctor DeSoto and his wife.

Why is 'Doctor DeSoto' considered a classic in
children's literature?
'Doctor DeSoto' is considered a classic due to its engaging story, relatable
characters, and the way it tackles complex themes with humor and warmth,
making it a timeless read for children.
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