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Great Joy by Kate DiCamillo is a heartwarming tale that encapsulates the spirit of Christmas
through the eyes of a young girl named Anna. This beautifully illustrated children’s book explores
themes of compassion, generosity, and the true meaning of joy during the holiday season. DiCamillo,
a two-time Newbery Medal winner, is known for her ability to weave profound messages within
simple narratives, and "Great Joy" is no exception.

In this article, we will delve into the book's plot, themes, characters, and the broader impact of
DiCamillo's work, making it clear why "Great Joy" is a cherished read for children and adults alike.

Plot Summary

"Great Joy" is set in a bustling city during Christmas time. The story centers around Anna, a
compassionate young girl who observes a man playing the organ outside a church. The man, who
she later learns is homeless, captures Anna’s heart.

As Anna prepares for the holiday festivities, she is filled with joy and excitement. However, her
thoughts often drift back to the man, highlighting a growing concern for his well-being. The
juxtaposition of Anna's joyful preparations and her empathy for the man creates a rich narrative that
encourages readers to reflect on the lives of others, particularly those less fortunate.

Setting the Scene

The story is set against the backdrop of a vibrant city, with its lights, decorations, and the palpable
excitement of the holiday season. DiCamillo's descriptive language paints a vivid picture that
immerses readers in the atmosphere of Christmas.

- City Life: The hustle and bustle of the city serves as a contrast to the stillness of the man's
situation.
- Holiday Spirit: The decorations and music evoke feelings of warmth and joy, enhancing the
emotional depth of the story.

Themes of the Book

"Great Joy" addresses several poignant themes that resonate with readers of all ages:

Compassion and Empathy

At its core, "Great Joy" is about empathy. Anna's concern for the homeless man illustrates the
importance of caring for others. DiCamillo skillfully demonstrates how one child's kindness can



inspire change, encouraging readers to look beyond their immediate circumstances and consider the
feelings and experiences of those around them.

The True Meaning of Christmas

While many stories focus on the commercial aspects of Christmas, DiCamillo emphasizes the
significance of kindness and generosity. The book prompts readers to reflect on what it means to
truly celebrate the holiday season.

- Acts of Kindness: Anna's desire to help the man highlights the essence of giving, which is often
overshadowed by materialism during the holidays.
- Joy in Giving: The narrative illustrates that true joy comes not from receiving gifts, but from giving
and making a difference in someone else's life.

Joy and Celebration

The title itself, "Great Joy," encapsulates the essence of the story. The joy that Anna feels is not
solely based on the festivities; it is deeply intertwined with her desire to spread happiness to others.

- Joy in Simple Things: The book teaches that joy can be found in simple acts of kindness and
connection with others.
- Celebration of Community: Anna's interactions with her community reflect the importance of
coming together to celebrate not just as individuals, but as a collective.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Great Joy" are well-developed and relatable, each contributing to the overall
message of the story.

Anna

Anna is the protagonist whose innocence and compassion drive the narrative. She embodies the
spirit of Christmas through her thoughtful actions and unwavering kindness.

- Curiosity: Anna's curiosity about the man leads her to take action, showcasing the importance of
asking questions and seeking understanding.
- Generosity: Her desire to help others is a powerful reminder of the impact that one individual can
have on the world.

The Homeless Man



The man playing the organ serves as a poignant symbol of those who are often overlooked in society.
His presence in the story underscores the importance of recognizing the struggles of others.

- Symbol of Hope: Despite his circumstances, the man represents resilience and the hope that comes
from human connection.
- Catalyst for Change: His interaction with Anna ignites a change in her perspective, highlighting
how relationships can foster empathy.

Illustrations and Style

Illustrated by Bagram Ibatoulline, "Great Joy" features stunning artwork that complements
DiCamillo's prose. The illustrations encapsulate the warmth and vibrancy of the holiday season,
enhancing the emotional depth of the narrative.

Visual Storytelling

The illustrations not only bring the characters to life but also contribute to the overall mood of the
story.

- Emotional Resonance: The art captures Anna's emotions beautifully, allowing readers to connect
with her journey on a deeper level.
- Cultural Elements: The illustrations reflect various cultural aspects of Christmas, promoting
inclusivity and understanding.

Impact and Reception

Since its publication, "Great Joy" has garnered acclaim for its heartfelt message and artistic
presentation.

Critical Acclaim

- Awards and Recognition: DiCamillo's works have received numerous awards, and "Great Joy" is no
exception. Critics have praised its ability to convey profound truths in a simple, accessible manner.
- Educational Value: The book is often included in educational settings as a tool to teach children
about empathy, kindness, and the true spirit of Christmas.

Reader Response

Readers of all ages have responded positively to "Great Joy," often noting its emotional impact and
the important lessons it imparts.



- Family Favorite: Many families incorporate the book into their holiday traditions, reading it
together to spark conversations about generosity and compassion.
- Inspiration for Action: The narrative has inspired readers to engage in acts of kindness during the
holiday season and beyond.

Conclusion

"Great Joy" by Kate DiCamillo is more than just a children's book; it is a profound reminder of the
importance of empathy, kindness, and the true meaning of joy. Through Anna's journey, readers are
encouraged to look beyond themselves and consider the impact they can have on others. As we
celebrate the holiday season, "Great Joy" serves as a beacon of hope and a call to action, urging us
all to spread joy and compassion in our communities.

In a world that often emphasizes materialism, DiCamillo's story shines a light on the simple yet
powerful idea that true happiness comes from giving and caring for others. As you read "Great Joy,"
may you find inspiration to create your own moments of kindness and joy, not just during the
holidays but throughout the entire year.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Great Joy' by Kate DiCamillo?
The main theme of 'Great Joy' is the exploration of love, hope, and the true meaning of joy during the
holiday season.

Who are the primary characters in 'Great Joy'?
The primary characters include a young girl named Frances and her mother, who navigate the
challenges of life and the holiday spirit.

What does the title 'Great Joy' signify in the context of the
story?
The title 'Great Joy' signifies the profound happiness and fulfillment that comes from love,
connection, and the magic of the holiday season.

How does Kate DiCamillo incorporate elements of surprise in
'Great Joy'?
Kate DiCamillo uses unexpected moments and heartfelt interactions between characters to create
surprise and deepen the emotional impact of the story.



What age group is 'Great Joy' by Kate DiCamillo intended for?
'Great Joy' is primarily intended for children aged 4 to 8, but its themes resonate with readers of all
ages.

What literary techniques does DiCamillo use in 'Great Joy'?
DiCamillo employs vivid imagery, emotional dialogue, and a simple yet poignant narrative style to
engage readers and convey deeper messages.

Is 'Great Joy' a standalone book or part of a series?
'Great Joy' is a standalone picture book, not part of a series, focusing on a singular, impactful story.

What impact does the setting have on the story in 'Great Joy'?
The setting, which is a vibrant city during the holiday season, enhances the magical atmosphere and
highlights the contrasts between joy and hardship.
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