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“A RICH SURPRISE, ADELIGHTFUL GEM.™
= —The Denver Post

Sara Gruen's Water for Elephants is a historical novel that has captivated
readers with its compelling narrative, rich character development, and
detailed portrayal of life in a traveling circus during the Great Depression.
Published in 2006, the book quickly became a bestseller and garnered critical
acclaim, eventually being adapted into a feature film in 2011. This article
delves into the various elements that make "Water for Elephants" a
significant work of contemporary literature, exploring its themes,
characters, setting, and the author's background.



Overview of the Novel

"Water for Elephants" tells the story of Jacob Jankowski, a young
veterinarian who, after the sudden death of his parents, finds himself alone
and without direction. He jumps onto a moving train, which happens to be a
circus train belonging to the Benzini Brothers Most Spectacular Show on
Earth. The novel alternates between Jacob's present-day life in a nursing
home and his vivid memories of life with the circus, creating a rich tapestry
of nostalgia and regret.

Plot Summary

The plot unfolds as Jacob becomes involved with the circus, where he meets a
variety of colorful characters, including:

1. Marlena: A beautiful equestrian star and the wife of August Rosenbluth,

the circus's animal trainer.

2. August: A charismatic yet abusive man who has a deep connection with the
animals, particularly Rosie the elephant.

3. Rosie: An old elephant with a troubled past, who becomes central to the

story as Jacob learns to communicate with her.

As Jacob navigates the complexities of circus life, he grapples with his

feelings for Marlena, the ethical treatment of the animals, and the moral
dilemmas that arise in a world filled with exploitation and survival.

Thematic Elements

"Water for Elephants" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers.
Some of the most prominent themes include:

Love and Sacrifice

The love story between Jacob and Marlena is at the heart of the novel. Their
relationship is fraught with obstacles, including August's jealousy and the
societal norms of the time. The sacrifices they are willing to make for each
other highlight the complexities of love in a harsh world.

Survival and Resilience

The backdrop of the Great Depression serves as a constant reminder of the
struggles faced by those in the circus. Characters must navigate economic



hardships, personal losses, and the fight for survival, illustrating the
resilience of the human spirit.

Animal Welfare and Ethics

Through Jacob's character, Gruen raises important questions about the
treatment of animals in entertainment. Jacob's evolving relationship with
Rosie the elephant emphasizes the need for compassion and understanding,
challenging the reader to consider the ethics of animal captivity and
exploitation.

Character Analysis

The strength of "Water for Elephants" lies in its well-developed characters,
each of whom brings a unique perspective to the story.

Jacob Jankowski

Jacob serves as the protagonist and narrator of the novel. His journey from a
naive young man to a compassionate veterinarian mirrors the reader's
exploration of the circus world. Jacob's internal conflicts regarding love,
loyalty, and morality are relatable and compelling.

Marlena Rosenbluth

Marlena is a complex character who embodies both strength and vulnerability.
As a performer, she is trapped in a tumultuous marriage with August but finds
solace and love in her relationship with Jacob. Her character challenges
traditional gender roles and highlights the struggles of women during the
Great Depression.

August Rosenbluth

August is a multifaceted antagonist whose charm masks a darker side. His
abusive nature and obsession with control create a palpable tension
throughout the novel. Gruen's portrayal of August allows readers to see the
complexity of human behavior, raising questions about loyalty and betrayal.



Setting and Historical Context

The setting of "Water for Elephants” is integral to the story. Gruen
meticulously recreates the world of the circus during the 1930s, providing
readers with a vivid sense of time and place.

The Circus

The circus serves not only as a backdrop but also as a character in its own

right. Gruen's descriptions of the colorful tents, the smell of animals, and
the excitement of performances immerse readers in the circus atmosphere. The
juxtaposition of glamour and grit reflects the duality of life in the circus.

The Great Depression

Set against the backdrop of the Great Depression, the novel explores the
impact of economic hardship on individuals and society. Gruen effectively
captures the desperation and struggle of the era, illustrating how it
influences the characters' choices and relationships.

Sara Gruen: The Author

Sara Gruen, born in 1971 in Vancouver, Canada, is an accomplished author
known for her ability to weave historical detail with compelling
storytelling. Her interest in circus life was sparked by her own research and
experiences, which she incorporated into "Water for Elephants."

Background and Inspiration

Gruen's background in creative writing and her passion for history inform her
writing style. She conducted extensive research on the circus, including
interviews with circus performers and animal trainers, to create an authentic
narrative. Her passion for animal welfare also shines through in the novel,
reflecting her commitment to ethical treatment.

Impact and Legacy

"Water for Elephants" has left a lasting impact on readers and the literary
community. The novel's themes of love, resilience, and ethical responsibility
continue to resonate, making it a timeless work. The successful film



adaptation further expanded its reach, introducing the story to a new
audience.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "Water for Elephants" received widespread acclaim from
critics and readers alike. It was praised for its engaging narrative, rich
character development, and vivid imagery. The novel's ability to evoke a
sense of nostalgia and emotional depth contributed to its status as a modern
classic.

Awards and Recognition

The novel was a finalist for the prestigious Book Sense Book of the Year
Award and won the 2007 BookBrowse Award for Most Popular Book. Its success
further solidified Gruen's reputation as a talented author and storyteller.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sara Gruen's "Water for Elephants" is a remarkable work that
combines historical fiction with themes of love, survival, and ethical
responsibility. Through its vivid characters and richly detailed setting, the
novel invites readers to reflect on their own values and the complexities of
life. Whether through the lens of the circus or the struggles of the Great
Depression, Gruen's storytelling captivates and resonates, making "Water for
Elephants" a must-read for fans of literature. As readers journey with Jacob,
Marlena, and Rosie, they are reminded of the enduring strength of love and
the importance of compassion in an often unforgiving world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Water for Elephants' by
Sara Gruen?

The main theme of 'Water for Elephants' revolves around the struggle for
survival, the bonds between humans and animals, and the complexities of love
and loyalty in difficult circumstances.

Who is the protagonist in 'Water for Elephants'?

The protagonist of 'Water for Elephants' is Jacob Jankowski, a young
veterinary student who finds himself working in a traveling circus during the



Great Depression.

How does the setting of the Great Depression impact
the storyline in 'Water for Elephants'?

The setting of the Great Depression creates a backdrop of economic hardship,
influencing the characters' decisions, the circus's operations, and the
overall atmosphere of desperation and struggle for survival.

What role do elephants play in the plot of 'Water
for Elephants'?

Elephants in 'Water for Elephants' symbolize strength, vulnerability, and the
connection between humans and animals. Rosie, the elephant, becomes a pivotal
character that represents both the circus's struggles and Jacob's emotional
journey.

How does Sara Gruen explore the theme of love in
'Water for Elephants'?

Sara Gruen explores love through the relationships between Jacob, Marlena,
and August, highlighting the complexities of love in a toxic relationship and
the bonds that can form in times of adversity.

What is the significance of the title 'Water for
Elephants'?

The title 'Water for Elephants' symbolizes the care and compassion that is
essential for both animals and humans. It reflects the nurturing aspect of
Jacob's character and the necessity of providing for those who cannot care
for themselves.

What literary devices does Sara Gruen use to enhance
the storytelling in 'Water for Elephants'?

Sara Gruen employs rich imagery, symbolism, and flashbacks to enhance the
storytelling in 'Water for Elephants,' creating a vivid and immersive
experience that connects readers to the characters and their emotions.

Has 'Water for Elephants' been adapted into a film,
and i1f so, how does the film compare to the book?

Yes, 'Water for Elephants' was adapted into a film in 2011 starring Reese
Witherspoon, Robert Pattinson, and Christoph Waltz. While the film captures
the essence of the book, some plot details and character developments are
condensed or altered for cinematic purposes.
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