The Great Gilly Hopkins

(?Z?éé’?(fié’ (?2?’ AV

Everyone wants a family
and a place to call home.
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The Great Gilly Hopkins is a novel written by Katherine Paterson, published in 1978. This poignant
story captures the struggles and triumphs of a young girl navigating the challenges of foster care and
her yearning for belonging and acceptance. Through captivating storytelling, Paterson explores
themes of identity, family, and resilience. This article delves into the characters, themes, and impact
of “The Great Gilly Hopkins,” as well as its adaptations and relevance in contemporary discussions
about foster care and belonging.



Plot Summary

“The Great Gilly Hopkins” follows the life of Gilly Hopkins, an eleven-year-old girl who has spent most
of her life in the foster care system. Gilly is a fiercely independent and often troubled child, with a
sharp tongue and a knack for manipulation. She has been placed in numerous foster homes, each
time with the hope of finding a family, only to be disappointed by the experience.

When Gilly is placed with a new foster family, the Trotters, she is determined to escape her situation.
The Trotters are a mismatched family unit: Maime Trotter is a single mother who embraces her
unconventional lifestyle, while her son, William, is a kind-hearted boy with a developmental disability.
Despite her initial disdain for her new surroundings, Gilly slowly begins to form connections with the
Trotters and learns about the importance of love and acceptance.

As Gilly navigates her feelings of abandonment and her desire for a real family, the novel explores her
journey toward self-discovery and acceptance. Throughout the story, Gilly grapples with her past
experiences and ultimately learns valuable lessons about loyalty, friendship, and what it means to
truly belong.

Character Analysis

The characters in “The Great Gilly Hopkins” are richly developed, each contributing to the story's
deeper themes and messages. Here is a closer look at some of the key characters:

Gilly Hopkins

Gilly is a complex protagonist. She is resourceful and witty, often using her sharp tongue to shield her
vulnerabilities. Her past experiences have made her defensive and distrustful, but as the story
unfolds, Gilly learns to confront her fears and embrace the possibility of love. Her character arc is at
the heart of the novel, illustrating her growth from a hardened girl to someone capable of forming
genuine connections.

Maime Trotter

Maime Trotter is Gilly's foster mother, who embodies the spirit of acceptance and love. Despite her
unconventional ways and financial difficulties, Maime provides a nurturing environment for Gilly. Her
character challenges societal norms and showcases the importance of embracing individuality within
a family. Maime's patience and understanding play a crucial role in Gilly's transformation.

William Trotter

William, Maime’s son, is another pivotal character who influences Gilly's development. Despite his
challenges due to a developmental disability, William is kind-hearted and authentic. His unconditional
love and acceptance help Gilly to see the value of forming genuine relationships. Through William,
Gilly learns that family isn’t solely defined by blood but by the bonds we create.



Themes Explored

“The Great Gilly Hopkins” delves into several powerful themes that resonate with readers of all ages.
Here are some of the most prominent themes in the novel:

Identity and Belonging

The quest for identity and belonging is central to Gilly's journey. Throughout the novel, she grapples
with her sense of self and what it means to belong to a family. Gilly's experiences in the foster care
system have left her feeling isolated and unwanted, but her time with the Trotters challenges her
perspective. The theme of belonging is explored through Gilly's relationships with Maime and William,
as they help her realize that family can be defined by love and acceptance rather than mere genetics.

Resilience and Growth

Gilly's resilience is a testament to the human spirit. Despite her difficult circumstances, she
demonstrates strength and tenacity in her quest for independence. The novel illustrates that personal
growth often comes through facing challenges and overcoming obstacles. Gilly's journey teaches
readers about the importance of resilience, as she learns to navigate her emotions and embrace
change.

Family and Love

The concept of family is central to the narrative. Gilly initially views family as something she has lost,
but her experiences with the Trotters redefine her understanding of familial love. The novel
emphasizes that love can manifest in various forms and that true family bonds are built on trust, care,
and acceptance.

Impact and Reception

“The Great Gilly Hopkins” has received critical acclaim since its publication. It was awarded the
Newbery Honor in 1979 and has been recognized for its sensitive portrayal of complex issues related
to foster care and childhood trauma. The novel’s relatable characters and heartfelt narrative have
resonated with readers, making it a beloved classic in children's literature.

The book has also sparked conversations about the foster care system and the emotional struggles
faced by many children in similar situations. It encourages readers to empathize with the experiences

of others and to understand the importance of providing loving, supportive environments for children
in need.

Adaptations

Over the years, “The Great Gilly Hopkins” has been adapted for various media, including a film



released in 2015. Directed by Stephen Herek, the movie brings Gilly's story to life with a talented
cast. The adaptation stays true to the essence of the novel while making some changes to suit the
cinematic format. This film introduced Gilly's story to a new generation, allowing her struggles and
triumphs to resonate with audiences beyond the pages of the book.

Conclusion

In conclusion, “The Great Gilly Hopkins” is a powerful narrative that provides insight into the struggles
of a young girl searching for identity, belonging, and love. Katherine Paterson's masterful storytelling,
combined with richly developed characters and profound themes, makes this novel a timeless classic.
Through Gilly’s journey, readers are reminded of the importance of resilience, the complexity of
family dynamics, and the transformative power of love and acceptance.

As discussions surrounding foster care and childhood trauma continue to evolve, “The Great Gilly
Hopkins” remains a relevant and important work. It encourages empathy, understanding, and a
deeper appreciation for the diverse experiences of children within the foster care system. Ultimately,
Gilly's story is a celebration of the human spirit and the enduring quest for belonging.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins'?

The main theme of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' is the struggle for belonging and identity, as Gilly
navigates her relationships and the concept of family throughout her journey.

Who is the author of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins'?

The author of 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' is Katherine Paterson.

What challenges does Gilly face in the foster care system?

Gilly faces numerous challenges in the foster care system, including feelings of abandonment, her
rebellious nature, and the difficulty of forming attachments with her foster family.

How does Gilly's character evolve throughout the story?

Gilly evolves from a tough, defiant girl who pushes people away to someone who learns to accept love
and form genuine connections with others.

What role does Ms. Ellis play in Gilly's life?

Ms. Ellis is Gilly's foster mother who provides her with care and support, challenging Gilly’s
preconceived notions about family and acceptance.

What significance does the character of William represent in



the story?

William represents the idea of unconditional love and acceptance, showing Gilly that true family can
come in unexpected forms.

How does 'The Great Gilly Hopkins' address issues of
prejudice?

The book addresses issues of prejudice through Gilly's interactions with her foster family and peers,
highlighting the importance of understanding and compassion.

What literary devices are prominent in 'The Great Gilly
Hopkins'?

Prominent literary devices in the book include characterization, dialogue, and irony, which help to
convey Gilly's internal struggles and the dynamics of her relationships.

What is the significance of Gilly's relationship with her
biological mother?

Gilly's relationship with her biological mother is significant as it shapes her feelings of abandonment
and affects her ability to trust and connect with others.

Why is ‘The Great Gilly Hopkins' considered a classic in
children's literature?

It is considered a classic due to its heartfelt exploration of complex themes such as identity, family,
and acceptance, resonating with both children and adults alike.
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