
The Giving Tree  

Additional Information for teachers’ reference: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Giving_Tree 

Author: Shel Silverstein    Illustrator: Shel Silverstein  

Cover artist: Shel Silverstein   Country: United States  

Language: English     Genre: Children's picture book  

Publisher: Harper & Row   Publication date: October 7, 1964  

 

The Giving Tree is a children's picture book written and illustrated by Shel Silverstein. First published in 1964 

by Harper & Row, it has become one of Silverstein's best known titles and has been translated into numerous 

languages. 

 

Despite the recognition that the book has received, it has been described as "one of the most divisive books in 

children’s literature." The controversy concerns whether the relationship between the main characters (a boy 

and a tree) should be interpreted as positive (e.g., the tree gives the boy selfless love) or as negative (e.g., the 

boy and the tree have an abusive relationship). Scholastic designates the interest level of this book to range 

from kindergarten to second grade. 

 

Background 

Silverstein had difficulty finding a publisher for The Giving Tree. An editor at Simon & Schuster rejected the 

book's manuscript because he felt that it was "too sad" for children and "too simple" for adults. Tomi Ungerer 

encouraged Silverstein to approach Ursula Nordstrom, who was a publisher with Harper & Row. 

 

An editor with Harper & Row stated that Silverstein had made the original illustrations "scratchy" like his 

cartoons for Playboy, but that he later reworked the art in a "more pared-down and much sweeter style." The 

final black-and-white drawings have been described as "unadorned… visual minimalism." Harper & Row 

published a small first edition of the book, consisting of only 5,000-7,500 copies, in 1964. 

 

Plot summary 

The book follows the life of a female [apple] tree and a boy who are able to communicate with each other; the 

tree addresses the human as "Boy" his entire life. In his childhood, the boy enjoys playing with the tree, 

climbing her trunk, swinging from her branches, and eating her apples. However, as time passes he starts to 

make requests of the tree. 

 

After entering adolescence, the boy wants money; the tree suggests that he pick and sell her apples, which he 

does. After reaching adulthood, the boy wants a house; the tree suggests he cut her branches to build a house, 

which he does. After reaching middle age, the boy wants a boat; the tree suggests he cut her trunk to make a 

boat, which he does, leaving only a stump. Each such stage of giving by the tree ends with the sentence "And 

the tree was happy." 

 

In the final pages, the boy (now a shriveled old man) meets the tree once more. The tree sadly states she has 

nothing left to give, as her apples, branches, and trunk are gone and only a stump remains. But the boy wants 

only "a quiet place to sit and rest," which the stump can provide. This final stage of giving, and the entire story, 

end with the sentence "And the tree was happy." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Giving_Tree


Reception 

Interest in the book increased by word of mouth; for example, in churches "it was hailed as a parable on the 

joys of giving." As of 2001, over 5 million copies of the book had been sold, placing it 14th on a list of 

hardcover "All-Time Bestselling Children's Books" from Publishers Weekly.[9] By 2011, there were 8.5 million 

copies in print. 

 

In a 1999-2000 National Education Association online survey of children, among the "Kids' Top 100 Books," the 

book was 24th. Based on a 2007 online "Teachers' Top 100 Books for Children" poll by the National Education 

Association, the book came in third. It was 85th of the "Top 100 Picture Books" of all time in a 2012 poll by 

School Library Journal. Scholastic Parent & Child magazine placed it #9 on its list of "100 Greatest Books for 

Kids" in 2012. As of 2013, it ranked third on a Goodreads list of "Best Children's Books." 

 

Interpretations 

The book has generated opposing opinions on how to interpret the relationship between the tree and the boy. 

Some possible interpretations include: 

The tree represents God or Jesus and the boy represents humankind. 

The tree represents Mother Nature and the boy represents humankind. 

The tree and the boy are friends (i.e., "the message of the tale is seen as a relation between adults"). 

The tree and the boy have a parent-child relationship. 

 

Many writers harshly criticize the book for the way in which it depicts the relationship: 

Totally self-effacing, the 'mother' treats her 'son' as if he were a perpetual infant, while he behaves toward her 

as if he were frozen in time as an importunate baby. This overrated picture book thus presents as a paradigm 

for young children a callously exploitative human relationship — both across genders and across generations. 

It perpetuates the myth of the selfless, all-giving mother who exists only to be used and the image of a male 

child who can offer no reciprocity, express no gratitude, feel no empathy — an insatiable creature who 

encounters no limits for his demands. 

 

Critics of the book point out that the boy never thanks the tree for its gifts. An editor with Harper & Row was 

quoted as saying that the book is "about a sadomasochistic relationship" and that it "elevates masochism to 

the level of a good." 

 

One college instructor discovered that the book caused both male and female remedial reading students to be 

angry because they felt that the boy exploited the tree. For teaching purposes, he paired the book with a short 

story by Andre Dubus entitled "The Fat Girl" because its plot can be described as The Giving Tree "in reverse." 

For video, please click the following link: 

The Actual '73 Giving Tree Movie Spoken By Shel Silverstein - YouTube 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=1TZCP6OqRlE    

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1TZCP6OqRlE

