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DISCOVERING THE MAGIC OF THE ONE AND ONLY IVAN BY KATHERINE APPLEGATE

In the vast landscape of children’s literature, few books manage to touch the hearts of readers across all ages quite like The One and Only Ivan by
Katherine Applegate. Published in 2012, this Newbery Medal-winning novel tells a poignant story of friendship, freedom, and the quiet courage of a
gorilla named Ivan. Based on a true story, the book invites readers into the world of a captive silverback gorilla who has spent nearly three decades in
a shopping mall enclosure. Through Ivan’s own voice, Katherine Applegate crafts a narrative that is both heartbreaking and hopeful, making The One
and One by Katherine Applegate a modern classic that continues to resonate with readers around the globe.

THE REAL-LIFE INSPIRATION BEHIND THE STORY

The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is rooted in a remarkable true story. The real Ivan was a western lowland gorilla captured as an
infant in what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo. He was taken to a shopping mall in Tacoma, Washington, where he lived for 27 years in a
concrete enclosure with minimal stimulation. After public outcry and advocacy from animal rights groups, Ivan was moved to Zoo Atlanta, where he
spent the remainder of his life with other gorillas. Applegate’s novel takes this factual foundation and transforms it into a deeply emotional and
accessible story, giving voice to a creature who could not speak for himself. By blending fact with fiction, The One and Only Ivan by Katherine
Applegate not only entertains but also educates readers about animal captivity and the importance of empathy.

A Unique Narrative Voice
One of the most striking features of The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is its narrative style. The story is told from Ivan’s first-person
perspective,  offering  readers  a  window into  the  mind  of  a  gorilla.  Ivan’s  voice  is  simple,  poetic,  and  surprisingly  wise.  His  observations  about  the
human world, his fellow animal companions, and his own memories are both innocent and profound. This narrative choice allows Applegate to explore
complex themes such as freedom, identity, and the power of art without overwhelming young readers. Ivan’s voice is gentle yet determined, making
The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate a deeply immersive reading experience.

THE CHARACTERS THAT BRING THE STORY TO LIFE

At the heart of The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate are a cast of unforgettable characters, each contributing to the depth of the
story.

Ivan – The protagonist, a silverback gorilla who has grown accustomed to his life in the “Exit 8 Big Top Mall and Video Arcade.” He spends his
days watching television, eating bananas, and creating paintings that the mall owner sells. Ivan is philosophical and resigned, but his world
begins to shift when he meets a baby elephant named Ruby.
Stella – An older elephant and Ivan’s close friend. Stella has been in captivity for many years and carries the wisdom of experience. She is
gentle, patient, and deeply protective of Ruby. Stella’s words and actions inspire Ivan to reconsider his own situation.
Ruby – A young elephant who arrives at the mall after being separated from her family. Her innocence and zest for life awaken a sense of
responsibility in Ivan. Ruby represents hope and the future that Ivan must help protect.
Bob – A stray dog who sneaks into the mall and becomes Ivan’s loyal friend. Bob adds humor and a touch of street-smart realism to the
narrative. He is scrappy and loyal, providing companionship and perspective.
Mack – The owner of the mall. While not overtly cruel, Mack is driven by profit and fails to see the animals as sentient beings. He represents the
system that keeps the animals confined.
George – The mall’s janitor, who shows kindness to the animals. His daughter Julia is an aspiring artist who recognizes the beauty in Ivan’s
paintings and helps spark the events that lead to change.

Each character in The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate serves a purpose, whether to illustrate themes of captivity, compassion, or the
power of friendship. Their interactions are layered and meaningful, ensuring that readers connect emotionally with the story.

THEMES THAT RESONATE ACROSS GENERATIONS

The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate tackles several profound themes that speak to readers of all ages. One of the central themes is
the concept of freedom. Ivan lives in a space that is comfortable by human standards, but it is not the wild. As the story progresses, he comes to
understand that his cage, however familiar, is still a cage. This theme encourages readers to consider what freedom truly means, both for animals
and for humans.
Another powerful theme is friendship and responsibility. Ivan’s bond with Stella and later with Ruby drives the plot forward. When Stella passes

away, Ivan makes a solemn promise to take care of Ruby. This promise becomes the catalyst for his own transformation. Through Ivan’s journey, The
One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate illustrates that true friendship often requires sacrifice and courage.
The theme of art and expression also runs throughout the book. Ivan’s paintings are not just a hobby; they are his way of communicating and
processing his world. His art becomes a tool for change when Julia displays his work in a way that captures public attention. This subtheme celebrates
creativity as a means of giving voice to the voiceless, a message that resonates deeply in a world where many are unseen or unheard.
Additionally, The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate addresses animal welfare and ethics in a way that is accessible to younger
readers. It does not preach, but instead lets the story speak for itself. The novel gently raises questions about the treatment of animals in captivity
and the moral responsibilities humans hold toward other species.

The Power of Storytelling and Hope
Despite the heavy subject matter, The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is not a bleak book. It is filled with hope. The narrative shows
that change is possible, even in the most seemingly hopeless situations. Ivan’s shift from passive acceptance to active hope is inspiring. The book
ends on a note of optimism, with Ivan finally finding a place where he can be more fully himself. This balance of realism and hope is what makes The
One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate such a powerful read for children and adults alike.

WRITING STYLE AND LITERARY MERIT

Katherine Applegate’s writing in The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is deceptively simple. The sentences are short, the vocabulary
is straightforward, but the emotional impact is immense. Applegate uses the minimalist style to mirror Ivan’s inner world–restricted yet observant.
The prose is often lyrical, creating vivid images in the reader’s mind. For instance, Ivan describes his domain: “I am Ivan. I am a gorilla. It is not as
easy as it looks.” Such lines carry weight far beyond their brevity.
The book is also structured in short chapters, making it accessible for young readers who may be transitioning to longer chapter books. The pacing is
steady, with moments of quiet reflection punctuated by scenes of tension and emotion. The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate has been
praised by educators and literary critics for its ability to convey deep ideas through simple language, a testament to Applegate’s skill as a writer.

AWARDS AND RECOGNITION

The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate has received numerous accolades, most notably the John Newbery Medal in 2013. It was also
a New York Times bestseller and has been included on many “best of” lists, including the American Library Association’s Notable Children’s Books.
The book has been translated into multiple languages, reaching a global audience. Its literary success paved the way for a sequel, The One and Only
Bob, which continues the story from the perspective of the dog Bob. The enduring popularity of The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate
speaks to its universal themes and the quality of its storytelling.

ADAPTATIONS AND CULTURAL IMPACT

In  2020,  The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate  was  adapted  into  a  Disney+ film starring  the  voice  talents  of  Sam Rockwell  (Ivan),
Angelina Jolie (Stella), and Danny DeVito (Bob). The film brought the story to a wider audience and introduced Ivan’s story to a new generation. While
the movie takes some creative liberties, it faithfully captures the heart of the book. The adaptation has been praised for its visual effects that bring
the animals to life and for staying true to the themes of friendship and freedom.
Beyond the screen, The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate has inspired classroom discussions, animal advocacy initiatives, and art
projects. Many teachers use the book to spark conversations about empathy, ethics, and the power of one individual to make a difference. The story
of  Ivan continues to inspire real-world actions,  such as support  for  sanctuaries and campaigns against  keeping wild animals  in  captivity  for
entertainment.

WHY READ THE ONE AND ONLY IVAN?

The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is more than just a children’s book; it is a story that challenges readers to think deeply about
how we treat other living beings. It encourages empathy, compassion, and the courage to speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves. The
book’s accessible language makes it perfect for independent reading in upper elementary grades, but its themes are sophisticated enough to engage
teenagers  and  adults.  Whether  you  are  reading  it  for  the  first  time  or  returning  to  it  as  an  old  friend,  The  One  and  Only  Ivan  by  Katherine
Applegate offers a moving experience that stays with you long after the final page.
Moreover, the book’s focus on art as a form of expression can inspire young readers to see their own creativity as a tool for change. Ivan uses his
paintings not just to pass the time, but to tell his story. This message is particularly empowering for children who may feel invisible or powerless. The

https://web1.enteraskincare.com/


2

2 The One And Only Ivan By Katherine Applegate 2025-03-16

One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate reminds them that their voice, whether through writing, drawing, or simply speaking, matters.

CONCLUSION

In a world that can often feel chaotic and indifferent, The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate stands as a beacon of hope and humanity.

Through the eyes of a gentle gorilla, we learn about the bonds that connect us, the cages we build for ourselves and others, and the power of a single
promise to change everything. Katherine Applegate’s masterful storytelling, combined with real-world inspiration, creates a novel that is both
entertaining and profoundly moving. Whether you are a young reader discovering reading for the first time or an adult seeking a story of quiet power,
The One and Only Ivan by Katherine Applegate is a book that invites you to look beyond the glass and see the heart within.


