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The novel "Hatchet" by Gary Paulsen is a compelling tale of survival and
self-discovery. This study guide aims to provide readers with a comprehensive
understanding of the book’s themes, characters, settings, and significant
events. Whether you are a student preparing for an exam, a teacher seeking
discussion points for the classroom, or a reader wanting to delve deeper into
the text, this guide is designed to enhance your experience of "Hatchet".

Overview of the Novel

"Hatchet" tells the story of a thirteen-year-old boy named Brian Robeson, who
becomes stranded in the Canadian wilderness after the pilot of the small
plane he is traveling in has a heart attack. Armed only with a hatchet, a
gift from his mother, Brian must navigate the challenges of survival while
grappling with his personal struggles, including his parents' divorce.

Key Themes

Understanding the core themes of "Hatchet" is essential for grasping the
novel's deeper meanings:

1. Survival: The most prominent theme, as Brian learns to fend for himself in
the wilderness. His journey illustrates the instincts and skills necessary
for survival.

2. Isolation: Brian’s solitary experience in nature allows for deep
introspection and personal growth. The isolation forces him to confront his
emotions and thoughts.

3. Resilience: Brian’s determination to survive despite numerous setbacks
exemplifies human resilience. His ability to adapt to challenging
circumstances is a central focus of the narrative.

4. Self-Discovery: Throughout his ordeal, Brian learns not only how to
survive but also about his own strength and capabilities. The wilderness
becomes a catalyst for his transformation.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Hatchet" are pivotal to the narrative, with Brian being



the primary focus.

Brian Robeson

- Background: Brian is a typical teenager dealing with the emotional turmoil
of his parents' divorce. He starts the story feeling helpless and
overwhelmed.
- Character Growth: Over the course of the novel, Brian evolves from a scared
boy into a resourceful survivor. His experiences teach him valuable lessons
about perseverance and self-reliance.
- Symbolism of the Hatchet: The hatchet represents survival, hope, and the
connection to his mother. It is both a tool for survival and a symbol of
Brian's inner strength.

Secondary Characters

While Brian is the focal character, there are other important figures that
contribute to the story:

- The Pilot: Though he has a brief appearance, the pilot’s heart attack sets
the stage for Brian’s survival journey.
- Brian's Mother: She represents the emotional weight Brian carries, and his
memories of her help him throughout his struggles.
- Brian's Father: He embodies the impact of Brian’s family situation, which
adds depth to Brian's internal conflict.

Setting

The setting of "Hatchet" plays a crucial role in shaping the story.

Canadian Wilderness

- Description: The vast and often unforgiving Canadian wilderness serves as
both the backdrop and a character in its own right. It is filled with
challenges, beauty, and danger.
- Impact on Brian: The wilderness forces Brian to confront his fears and
insecurities, shaping his journey from adolescence to maturity.

Time Period

The novel is set in a contemporary time frame, allowing readers to relate to



Brian's experiences and the modern-day challenges of survival.

Plot Summary

Understanding the plot is crucial for an in-depth analysis of the novel.
Here’s a brief summary of the key events:

1. The Plane Crash: Brian boards a single-engine plane to visit his father in
Canada. The pilot suffers a heart attack, leading to a crash landing in a
remote lake.

2. Stranded Alone: Brian survives the crash but finds himself alone in the
wilderness with no supplies apart from his hatchet.

3. Initial Struggles: He faces numerous challenges, including finding food,
building shelter, and dealing with wildlife. His initial attempts often end
in failure, deepening his despair.

4. A Turning Point: After a series of hardships, Brian discovers his
resilience. He learns to make fire, hunt for food, and construct a shelter.

5. Dealing with Trauma: Brian confronts memories of his parents' divorce and
his feelings of guilt and anger, which affect his survival mentality.

6. The Moose Attack: A pivotal moment occurs when Brian is attacked by a
moose, leading to a critical realization about his place in the wilderness.

7. Rescue: After several weeks, Brian finds a survival pack in the lake,
which contains supplies and a transmitter. He activates it, leading to his
rescue.

Literary Devices

Paulsen employs various literary devices that enhance the storytelling in
"Hatchet":

Imagery

The vivid descriptions of nature evoke strong images in the reader's mind,
allowing them to experience Brian's environment. Paulsen’s use of sensory
details brings the wilderness to life.



Symbolism

Several symbols are woven throughout the narrative:
- The Hatchet: Represents survival and the connection to Brian’s mother.
- Nature: Symbolizes both danger and healing, reflecting Brian’s internal
journey.

Foreshadowing

Paulsen utilizes foreshadowing to hint at future events, such as the initial
turbulence of the flight, which prepares readers for the impending crash.

Discussion Questions

Engaging with the text can deepen understanding. Here are some thought-
provoking questions:

1. How does Brian’s perspective on life change throughout the story?
2. What role does nature play in Brian's development?
3. In what ways does the hatchet symbolize Brian's growth?
4. How do Brian’s memories of his family influence his survival journey?
5. What lessons about resilience and self-reliance can be drawn from Brian's
experiences?

Conclusion

"Hatchet" is more than just a survival story; it is a profound exploration of
human resilience and self-discovery. Through Brian's journey, readers are
invited to reflect on their own lives and the challenges they face. This
study guide serves as a resource for understanding the intricate layers of
the narrative, enhancing both enjoyment and comprehension of Gary Paulsen’s
remarkable novel. Whether for academic purposes or personal reflection,
"Hatchet" offers timeless lessons on survival, growth, and the strength of
the human spirit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Hatchet'?
The main theme of 'Hatchet' is survival and self-discovery, highlighting how
the protagonist, Brian, learns to rely on himself and adapt to his
environment after a plane crash.



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

What are some key survival skills Brian learns in
'Hatchet'?
Brian learns various survival skills such as building a shelter, finding
food, starting a fire, and navigating the wilderness.

How does Brian's character evolve throughout the
story?
Brian evolves from a scared and uncertain boy into a confident and
resourceful survivor who learns to face challenges head-on.

What role does the 'Secret' play in Brian's life?
The 'Secret' refers to Brian's knowledge of his mother's affair, which causes
him emotional turmoil and affects his mental state throughout the story.

What is the significance of the hatchet in the
novel?
The hatchet symbolizes survival and self-sufficiency; it becomes Brian's
primary tool for survival and represents his connection to his past and his
ability to thrive in the wilderness.

What challenges does Brian face while alone in the
wilderness?
Brian faces numerous challenges, including finding food, shelter, dealing
with wildlife, and coping with his loneliness and despair.

How does nature play a role in 'Hatchet'?
Nature plays a crucial role as both a source of sustenance and a formidable
adversary, shaping Brian's experiences and growth throughout his journey.

What is the climax of 'Hatchet'?
The climax occurs when Brian faces a tornado that destroys his shelter and
forces him to confront the unpredictability of nature, testing his survival
skills.



What lessons can readers learn from 'Hatchet'?
Readers can learn about resilience, the importance of adaptability, the value
of self-reliance, and the need to confront and overcome personal challenges.
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