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The novel "Hatchet" by Gary Paulsen is a gripping tale of survival that has
captivated readers since its publication in 1986. The story follows the
journey of a thirteen-year-old boy named Brian Robeson, who finds himself
stranded in the Canadian wilderness after a plane crash. This study guide
aims to provide educators, students, and literature enthusiasts with an in-
depth understanding of the novel's themes, characters, and literary devices.
By exploring these elements, readers can gain a better appreciation of
Paulsen's work and the lessons it imparts.

Overview of the Novel

"Hatchet" begins with Brian traveling to visit his father in Canada. The
narrative quickly shifts to a plane ride that ends in disaster when the pilot
suffers a heart attack, leaving Brian to crash-land the single-engine plane
in a remote lake. Alone in the wilderness, armed only with a hatchet gifted
to him by his mother, Brian must learn to fend for himself against the
elements, wildlife, and his own fears.



Key Themes

Understanding the themes present in "Hatchet" is crucial for a comprehensive
analysis of the novel. The following themes are significant:

1. Survival: The primary theme of "Hatchet" is survival against all odds.
Brian's journey demonstrates the physical and mental challenges he faces as
he learns to adapt to his new reality.

2. Self-Discovery: Throughout the novel, Brian undergoes a profound
transformation. He learns about his own strengths and weaknesses and
discovers his resilience and resourcefulness.

3. Isolation: Brian's isolation in the wilderness forces him to confront his
thoughts and emotions. This theme highlights the importance of solitude in
self-reflection and personal growth.

4. Nature: The novel presents nature as both beautiful and harsh. Brian's
relationship with the natural world evolves as he learns to respect its power
and beauty.

5. Change and Adaptation: Brian's ability to adapt to his surroundings is
crucial for his survival. The story illustrates how change can lead to growth
and new perspectives.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Hatchet" are critical to understanding the narrative.
While Brian is the primary character, several others play essential roles in
shaping his journey.

Brian Robeson

Brian Robeson is the protagonist whose transformation is central to the
story. At the beginning of the novel, Brian is portrayed as a typical
teenager grappling with issues like his parents' divorce. However, as he
faces life-threatening challenges in the wilderness, he evolves into a more
mature and independent individual. Key aspects of Brian's character
development include:

- Resilience: Brian learns to confront his fears and adapt to his
environment.
- Resourcefulness: He uses his ingenuity to create tools, find food, and
build shelter.
- Emotional Growth: Brian processes his feelings about his family and
personal struggles, leading to deeper self-awareness.



Supporting Characters

While Brian is the focal point, other characters also impact the narrative:

- The Pilot: Although he dies early in the story, the pilot's heart attack
initiates Brian's struggle for survival and serves as a catalyst for his
growth.
- Brian’s Mother: Brian reflects on his relationship with his mother, which
is complicated by their divorce. Memories of her influence often motivate him
to survive.
- Brian’s Father: The relationship with his father also shapes Brian's
emotional landscape. Brian's thoughts often drift to his father's life in the
city, which contrasts sharply with his current situation.

Literary Devices

Gary Paulsen employs various literary devices that enhance the narrative and
deepen the reader's engagement with the text. Some notable devices include:

Imagery

Paulsen's use of vivid imagery paints a realistic picture of the wilderness,
allowing readers to visualize Brian's environment. Descriptions of the
forest, animals, and weather conditions immerse readers in Brian's
experience, making them feel the challenges he faces.

Symbolism

- The Hatchet: The hatchet symbolizes survival and self-sufficiency. It
represents Brian's connection to his mother and serves as a tool for his
survival and growth.
- The Wilderness: The Canadian wilderness symbolizes both danger and beauty.
It is a place of isolation where Brian undergoes significant personal growth.

Foreshadowing

Paulsen uses foreshadowing to build suspense throughout the narrative. Early
mentions of the pilot's health and Brian's awareness of the wilderness hint
at the challenges that lie ahead.



Discussion Questions

To further engage with the text, consider the following discussion questions:

1. How does Brian’s character change from the beginning to the end of the
novel?
2. What role does nature play in Brian’s survival, and how does it influence
his emotional state?
3. How does the author use flashbacks to develop Brian's character and
backstory?
4. In what ways does Brian's isolation contribute to his self-discovery?
5. What lessons does Brian learn about resilience and resourcefulness?

Activities for Deeper Understanding

Engaging students with interactive activities can enhance their understanding
of "Hatchet." Here are some ideas:

1. Survival Simulation: Create a classroom simulation where students must
work together to solve survival scenarios based on Brian's experiences.

2. Character Journals: Have students maintain a journal from Brian's
perspective, documenting his thoughts and feelings throughout the novel.

3. Nature Exploration: Organize an outdoor activity where students can
experience nature firsthand and reflect on Brian’s relationship with the
wilderness.

4. Creative Writing: Invite students to write an alternative ending for
"Hatchet" or a prequel exploring Brian's life before the crash.

5. Art Projects: Encourage students to create visual representations of key
scenes or symbols from the novel.

Conclusion

"Hatchet" by Gary Paulsen is more than just a survival tale; it is a profound
exploration of the human spirit in the face of adversity. Through Brian
Robeson's journey, readers are invited to reflect on themes of resilience,
self-discovery, and the relationship between humans and nature. This study
guide serves as a comprehensive resource for understanding the novel's
complexities and for fostering meaningful discussions among readers. By
delving into the characters, themes, and literary devices, readers can
appreciate the depth of Paulsen's writing and the universal lessons found
within "Hatchet."



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Hatchet'?
The main theme of 'Hatchet' is survival and self-discovery, as the
protagonist Brian Robeson learns to rely on himself and adapt to the
challenges of living in the wilderness.

Who is the author of 'Hatchet'?
'Hatchet' was written by Gary Paulsen.

What event triggers Brian's survival journey in
'Hatchet'?
Brian's journey begins when the pilot of the small plane he is traveling in
has a heart attack and the plane crashes in the Canadian wilderness.

How does Brian change throughout the novel?
Brian undergoes significant personal growth, transitioning from a frightened
and inexperienced boy to a resourceful and resilient survivor who learns to
appreciate nature and his own strength.

What are some survival skills Brian learns in
'Hatchet'?
Brian learns various survival skills, including building a shelter, finding
food, creating fire, and signaling for help.

What role does the 'Secret' play in Brian's life?
The 'Secret' refers to Brian's knowledge of his mother's affair, which weighs
heavily on him throughout the story, influencing his thoughts and emotions
during his time in the wilderness.

What does the hatchet symbolize in the novel?
The hatchet symbolizes survival, self-reliance, and the connection between
Brian and his previous life, serving as a tool that enables him to adapt to
his environment.

How does nature impact Brian's character
development?
Nature challenges Brian, forcing him to confront his fears and insecurities,
ultimately leading to his growth as he learns to respect and understand the
natural world.



What is the significance of the rescue at the end of
'Hatchet'?
The rescue signifies not only Brian's physical return to civilization but
also his emotional and psychological transformation, highlighting his
newfound strength and independence.
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