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Forest of Hands and Teeth is a hauntingly beautiful novel written by Carrie Ryan that intertwines
themes of love, loss, survival, and the struggle against the inevitable. Released in 2009, this young
adult dystopian story captures the imagination with its unique setting and vivid characterizations. The
narrative revolves around a post-apocalyptic world where humanity is on the brink of extinction, and
the remnants of society are plagued by the terrifying presence of the Unconsecrated—zombie-like

creatures that threaten the last vestiges of humanity.

The novel not only explores the physical dangers of this new world but also dives deep into the



emotional and psychological struggles of its characters. Through the lens of its protagonist, Mary,
readers are invited to delve into a narrative that is as much about the scary realities of survival as it is

about the human condition and the choices we make in the face of despair.

Setting the Scene

The world of Forest of Hands and Teeth is a stark contrast to the familiar landscapes of modern life.
The story is set in a small village surrounded by a forest, which serves as both a physical barrier and
a metaphorical representation of the characters' struggles and fears. The village is enclosed by a
fence, constructed to keep the Unconsecrated out and to protect the remaining human population. This
isolation reflects the broader themes of confinement and entrapment that are prevalent throughout the

novel.

The Forest

The forest in the novel is not just a geographical feature; it symbolizes the unknown and the dangers
that lie beyond the safety of the village. It is a place of mystery and fear, filled with the whispers of the
past and the remnants of a world that once was. The characters' interactions with the forest serve to
highlight their internal conflicts and desires for freedom, as well as the inherent risks associated with

seeking a life beyond their constrained existence.

Characters and Their Journeys

At the heart of Forest of Hands and Teeth is its rich cast of characters, each representing different

facets of humanity's struggle.



Mary

Mary is the protagonist, a strong-willed girl who longs to discover the truth about the world beyond the
village. Raised on stories told by her mother about the ocean and the life that exists outside the
fences, she is consumed by a desire to escape the confines of her reality. Mary’s journey is filled with

challenges that force her to confront her own beliefs, fears, and desires.

Travis

Travis is Mary’s childhood friend, who embodies loyalty and love. He represents a sense of security
and stability in her life, yet their relationship is complicated by the harsh realities of their world. Travis's
love for Mary is tested as the story unfolds, showcasing the struggles of maintaining relationships in a

world where survival often takes precedence over emotional connections.

Harry

Harry is another key character in Mary’s life, and his relationship with her introduces themes of
jealousy and rivalry. He represents the societal expectations placed on individuals, as well as the
complexities of love in a tumultuous world. Harry's character serves to reflect the struggles many

individuals face when navigating their feelings in the midst of chaos.

Other Characters

The novel also features other characters such as Mary’s mother, the village leaders, and the
Unconsecrated themselves, all of whom contribute to the rich tapestry of this story. Each character's
arc enhances the narrative, allowing readers to see various perspectives on survival, hope, and

despair.



Thematic Elements

Forest of Hands and Teeth delves into several thematic elements that resonate deeply with readers,

making it a profound exploration of human nature.

Survival and Sacrifice

Survival is a central theme in the novel, as characters are constantly faced with choices that test their
morals and values. The struggle to live in a world overrun by the Unconsecrated often leads to
sacrifices that challenge their humanity. Mary’s journey is a testament to the lengths one will go to

protect loved ones and find hope in an otherwise bleak existence.

- Characters often face dilemmas, such as:
- Choosing between love and loyalty.
- Deciding whether to confront the Unconsecrated or remain hidden.

- Balancing personal desires against the needs of the community.

Isolation and Community

The theme of isolation is intricately woven into the narrative. The villagers live in fear, relying on the
safety of their fences while simultaneously yearning for connection and understanding. Mary’s longing
for the ocean symbolizes not only her desire for freedom but also her quest for belonging in a world

that feels increasingly disconnected.

Hope and Despair

Hope is a fragile thread that runs through the novel. Mary’s dreams of the ocean and a life beyond the



forest serve as a beacon of hope amid the despair that surrounds her. However, as the story
progresses, the harsh realities of their world threaten to extinguish that hope, forcing characters to

confront the possibility of a future devoid of light.

Writing Style and Narrative Techniques

Carrie Ryan’s writing style in Forest of Hands and Teeth is characterized by lyrical prose and
evocative imagery. The narrative is rich with sensory details that immerse readers in the world of the

novel, making the terror and beauty of the landscape palpable.

First-Person Perspective

The story is told from Mary’s first-person perspective, allowing readers to experience her thoughts and
emotions intimately. This choice of narrative style deepens the connection between Mary and the

readers, fostering empathy for her struggles and triumphs.

Symbolism

Ryan employs various symbols throughout the novel, such as the ocean, the forest, and the
Unconsecrated, to convey deeper meanings and themes. The ocean represents hope and freedom,
the forest symbolizes danger and the unknown, while the Unconsecrated serve as a reminder of

humanity's fragility.

Conclusion

Forest of Hands and Teeth is a poignant exploration of survival, love, and the human spirit in the face



of overwhelming odds. Through its rich characters and haunting narrative, Carrie Ryan crafts a story
that resonates with readers long after they turn the last page. The novel serves as a reminder of the
power of hope and the importance of human connections, even in the darkest of times. Whether you
are a fan of dystopian literature or simply seeking a thought-provoking read, Forest of Hands and
Teeth offers a compelling journey into a world where the lines between humanity and monstrosity blur,

and the fight for survival becomes a fight for the soul.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

The main theme revolves around survival, the struggle for identity, and the impact of isolation in a

post-apocalyptic world.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

The protagonist is Mary, a young woman who longs for freedom and truth beyond the confines of her

village.

What role do the Unconsecrated play in the story?

The Unconsecrated are zombie-like creatures that pose a constant threat to the villagers, representing

the dangers of the outside world.

How does the setting influence the plot of 'The Forest of Hands and

Teeth'?

The setting, primarily within a secluded village surrounded by a forest filled with the Unconsecrated,

creates a tense atmosphere that drives the characters' desperate actions and decisions.



What is the significance of the title 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

The title symbolizes the danger and horror present in the world, as well as the loss of humanity

represented by the dismembered hands and teeth of the Unconsecrated.

Are there any love interests in 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

Yes, Mary navigates complex relationships and love interests, particularly with characters like Travis

and Jacob, which adds depth to her personal struggles.

How does the author, Carrie Ryan, use symbolism in the novel?

Ryan uses symbolism extensively, such as the forest representing both fear and the unknown, and the

ocean symbolizing hope and freedom beyond the village's constraints.

What does Mary seek throughout 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

Mary seeks truth about the world beyond her village, a sense of belonging, and ultimately, her own

identity in a society that restricts her choices.

How does 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth' address themes of faith and

belief?

The novel explores themes of faith through the villagers' reliance on the Sisterhood and their religious

beliefs, juxtaposed with Mary's quest for personal truth.

What is the impact of the ending of 'The Forest of Hands and Teeth'?

The ending is open to interpretation, leaving readers questioning the nature of hope and survival, and

reflecting on the costs of pursuing freedom.
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