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INTRODUCTION: A TALE OF
SURVIVAL AND COMPASSION

Few novels for young readers manage to
blend historical tragedy with warmth and
hope as seamlessly as An Elephant In
The Garden by Michael Morpurgo. Set
against  the  devastating  backdrop  of
Wor ld  War  I I ,  th is  moving  story
introduces  readers  to  an  unlikely
heroine:  an  elephant  named  Marlene.
Through the eyes of  young Lizzie,  the
narrative  explores  themes  of  family,
courage,  and  the  unbreakable  bond
between humans and animals. Originally
published in 2010, the book has become
a  s tap le  i n  c l a ss rooms  and  on
bookshelves, captivating audiences with
its  gentle  yet  gripping  account  of
survival during the bombing of Dresden.
This article delves into the many layers
of  An  Elephant  In  The  Garden
Michael Morpurgo – from its historical
roots and character development to its
enduring relevance in modern children's
literature.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: MICHAEL
MORPURGO

Sir Michael Morpurgo is one of Britain's
most beloved authors of children's and
young  adult  fiction.  With  a  career
spanning  over  four  decades,  he  has
written more than 150 books, including
the  celebrated  War  Horse,  Private

Peaceful,  and  Kensuke's  Kingdom.
Morpurgo's works often explore themes
of war, nature, and the resilience of the
human spirit. His unique ability to weave
historical  events  into  compelling
personal stories makes his writing both
educational and emotionally resonant. In
An Elephant In The Garden Michael
Morpurgo  draws inspiration from real-
life accounts, including the true story of
a zookeeper who saved animals during
the Dresden bombings. Morpurgo's deep
empathy for his characters and his gift
for narrative voice are evident on every
page,  making  this  book  a  powerful
addition to his repertoire.

PLOT OVERVIEW: AN
UNFORGETTABLE JOURNEY

The Setting:
Dresden, 1945
The story is narrated by Lizzie, now an
elderly  woman,  who  recounts  her
childhood  during  the  final  months  of
World  War  II.  She  lives  in  Dresden,
Germany, with her mother and younger
brother, Karl. Her father is away fighting
on  the  Eastern  Front.  Lizzie's  mother
works at the local zoo, where she cares
for  a  young  elephant  named Marlene.
When  the  zoo  director  orders  the
destruction  of  the  animals  to  prevent
them  from  escaping  during  air  raids,
Lizzie's  mother  makes  a  desperate
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decision: she brings Marlene home. Thus
begins  a  harrowing  journey  as  the
family,  along with the elephant,  flee the
approaching Allied forces.

Flight Across a
War-Torn
Landscape
The  family's  escape  from  Dresden  is
both perilous and poignant. They join a
stream of refugees heading west, hoping
to  avoid  the  advancing  Soviet  army.
Marlene,  despite  her  size,  becomes  a
source  of  comfort  and  pract ical
assistance  –  she  can  carry  supplies,
cross rivers, and even help clear rubble.
The  group  encounters  soldiers,  kind
strangers,  and  heart-wrenching  scenes
of  destruction.  Morpurgo  masterfully
balances  danger  with  moments  of
tenderness,  such  as  Marlene's  gentle
nature  and  the  way  she  comforts  a
crying child. The narrative builds tension
as the bombing of Dresden is described
from the  perspective  of  someone who
lived through it, making history intensely
personal.

A Glimmer of
Hope
Ultimately,  the  family  reaches  safety,
but  not  without  profound  loss.  The
ending, while bittersweet, reinforces the
book's  central  message:  that  love and
kindness can endure even in the darkest
times. The story concludes with Lizzie in
the  present  day,  reflecting  on  how
Marlene changed her life.  This framing
device  adds  a  layer  of  nostalgia  and

wisdom,  encouraging  readers  to  think
about legacy and memory.

THEMES AND HISTORICAL
CONTEXT

War Through a
Child's Eyes
One of the most compelling aspects of
An Elephant In The Garden Michael
Morpurgo  i s  the  innocent  ye t
perceptive viewpoint of a child narrator.
Lizzie  does  not  fully  understand  the
politics of the war, but she experiences
its  emotional  impact:  the  fear  of  air
raids, the loss of friends, the worry for
her father. This perspective makes the
story  accessible  to  younger  readers
while  also  reminding  adults  of  the
human cost  of  conflict.  Morpurgo avoids
graphic violence but does not shy away
from  the  tragedy  of  war,  gent ly
introducing  concepts  of  grief  and
resilience.

Compassion and
Responsibility
The mother's decision to save Marlene
speaks  to  a  larger  theme  of  moral
courage.  In  a  world  where  obeying
orders could mean the death of innocent
animals, she chooses empathy. This act
of  defiance  ripples  through  the  story,
teaching readers that even small acts of
kindness  matter.  The  elephant  herself
becomes a symbol of gentle strength – a
creature  who,  in  the  midst  of  chaos,
inspires  hope  and  brings  people
together.
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The Bombing of
Dresden
Morpurgo provides a nuanced look at the
A l l i e d  b o m b i n g  o f  D r e s d e n ,  a
controversial  event  that  killed  tens  of
thousands  of  civilians.  By  telling  the
story from the perspective of a German
family,  he  encourages  readers  to  see
beyond enemy labels and acknowledge
shared  humanity.  The  book  does  not
excuse the horrors of  the Nazi  regime
but  instead  focuses  on  the  universal
suffering  of  ordinary  people  caught  in
war. This balanced approach is typical of
Morpurgo's work and makes the novel an
excellent tool for teaching empathy and
history simultaneously.

WRITING STYLE AND STRUCTURE

Morpurgo's  prose  in  An  Elephant  In
T h e  G a r d e n  i s  l y r i c a l  y e t
straightforward,  suitable  for  readers
aged 10 and up. He uses short chapters
and vivid imagery to maintain pace and
engagement.  The  narrative  alternates
between  Lizzie's  present-day  reflections
and her wartime memories,  creating a
seamless  flow.  Dialogue  feels  natural
and  helps  reveal  character  –  Lizzie's
mother is warm but determined, Karl is
curious and brave, and Marlene, though
an animal, is given a distinct personality
through  her  act ions.  The  author
frequently employs sensory details – the
smell of smoke, the sound of bombs, the
weight  of  the  elephant's  trunk  –  to
immerse readers.
The use of the elephant as a narrative
device is  ingenious.  Marlene's  massive
presence forces  characters  to  confront
logistics and danger,  but also provides
moments  of  levity  and awe.  Morpurgo

avoids anthropomorphizing Marlene too
much; she remains a real elephant with
her  own  instincts  and  moods.  This
authenticity  keeps  the  story  grounded
even as it touches on the fantastical idea
of traveling with a zoo animal.

RECEPTION AND IMPACT

Since  its  publication,  An Elephant  In
The  Garden  Michael  Morpurgo  has
garnered praise from educators, parents,
and  young  readers  alike.  It  has  been
shortlisted  for  several  awards  and  is
frequently  recommended  for  i ts
historical  insight  and  emotional  depth.
Many  teachers  use  the  book  in
conjunction with lessons on World War II,
ethics, and animal welfare. Reviews on
platforms  like  Goodreads  and  Amazon
consistently highlight the book's ability
to  make  readers  cry  and  reflect.  Critics
note that while the premise may sound
improbable,  Morpurgo's  storytelling
makes it believable and deeply moving.
The book also complements Morpurgo's
other  war-themed  novels,  allowing
readers  to  compare  different  settings
and perspectives. Its success has led to
translations into multiple languages and
stage adaptations in some countries. The
elephant Marlene has become a beloved
character,  representing  resilience  and
the  power  of  love  in  the  face  of
destruction.

COMPARISON TO OTHER WORKS
BY MICHAEL MORPURGO

Fans of War Horse will recognize familiar
themes: the bond between a human and
an animal, the horrors of war, and the
search  for  peace.  However ,  An
Elephant  In  The  Garden  is  more
intimate,  focusing  on  a  single  family
rather  than  a  battlefield.  Unlike  Private
Peaceful,  which  centers  on  trench
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warfare,  this  novel  explores  the  home
front  and  civilian  flight.  It  also  shares
similarities  with  The  Butterfly  Lion  in  its
use  of  an  animal  to  bridge  past  and
present. Morpurgo's knack for blending
fact  with  fiction  is  on  full  display,  and
readers  who  enjoy  historical  fiction  with
heart will find this book irresistible.
Additionally, the book can be paired with
non-fiction  accounts  of  the  Dresden
bombing or with other children's novels
about  refugees,  such  as  The  Silver
Donkey or When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit.
This  makes  it  a  versatile  resource  for
cross-curricular learning.

WHY THIS BOOK MATTERS
TODAY

In an era where war and displacement
continue to affect millions of people, An
Elephant  In  The  Garden  Michael
Morpurgo  offers  a  timeless  lesson  in
empathy. The story reminds readers that
behind every statistic  are individuals –
families,  children,  even animals  –  who
deserve  compassion.  The  book  also
tackles  difficult  questions  about  moral
choices: When is it right to break rules?
How  do  we  protect  the  vulnerable  in
times of crisis? These questions are as
pertinent now as they were in 1945.

Moreover, the book's gentle treatment of
grief and loss provides a safe space for
young  readers  to  explore  difficult
emotions. Morpurgo never patronizes his
audience;  he  trusts  them  to  handle
serious themes with the help of an adult
reader  if  needed.  This  respect  for  the
child  reader  is  one  of  the  author's
greatest strengths.

CONCLUSION: A STORY THAT
STAYS WITH YOU

An Elephant In The Garden  is more
than a gripping tale of survival; it is a
testament to the enduring bond between
humans and animals, and to the courage
that  ordinary  people  can  show  in
extraordinary  circumstances.  Michael
Morpurgo  has  crafted  a  narrative  that
educates,  inspires,  and  comforts.
Whether  you  are  a  young  reader
encountering  World  War  II  for  the  first
time  or  an  adult  seeking  a  heartfelt
story,  this  book  will  leave  a  lasting
impression.  Through  the  remarkable
journey  of  Lizzie,  her  family,  and  of
course  Marlene  the  elephant,  we  are
reminded  that  even  in  the  darkest
gardens,  hope can bloom. If  you have
not  yet  read this  poignant  novel,  it  is
well worth adding to your shelf.


