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Introduction

The Story of Edgar Sawtelleis a novel that weaves together the quiet rhythms of rural life with the raw emotions

of a young boy’s search for belonging. Written by David Wroblewski, the book was later adapted into a 2008 film

directed by Scott McGehee and David Siegel. Whether you are reading the novel for the first time or revisiting the

film, this article offers a comprehensive summary that highlights the plot, characters, themes, and the enduring

appeal of the story.

At its core, the narrative follows Edgar Sawtelle, a mute teenager who communicates through gestures and a deep

bond with dogs. Set against the backdrop of a small Midwestern town, the story explores themes of isolation,

identity, and the transformative power of art and animal companionship. In this article we will break down the plot

into digestible sections, examine the key characters, discuss the thematic layers, compare the novel with its

cinematic counterpart, and reflect on why this tale continues to resonate with readers and viewers alike.

The Origin of Edgar Sawtelle

David Wroblewski’s debut novel, published in 2005, is often described as a “modern retelling of The Little Prince” 

due to its poetic prose and philosophical undertones. The author drew inspiration from his own childhood in rural 

America and a deep fascination with the relationship between humans and animals. The novel’s title, Edgar 

Sawtelle, echoes the protagonist’s last name, hinting at the importance of lineage and family legacy that permeates

the story.

Wroblewski’s writing style is lyrical yet grounded, creating a sense of place that feels both specific and universal.

He uses the quiet, pastoral setting to contrast the turmoil within Edgar’s mind, thereby amplifying the emotional

stakes of the plot. The novel’s success led to a film adaptation, which brought the story to a wider audience and

sparked discussions about fidelity to source material, the portrayal of disability, and the representation of rural life.

Plot Summary

Below is a structured overview of the novel’s storyline, divided into three distinct parts that mirror the narrative arc

of Edgar’s journey.

Part One: The Quiet Life of a Dog Whisperer

Edgar Sawtelle, a 16 �year �old boy living in the small town of Westport, is mute. He communicates through a series of

gestures, a well �tuned eye contact, and an extraordinary ability to understand and train dogs. Edgar’s father, Henry,

is a former Navy veteran who now works as a farmer. Their lives are intertwined with the dogs that roam the

countryside, and Edgar’s relationship with his canine companions is central to his sense of identity.

Edgar’s day-to-day routine revolves around caring for the family’s dogs, which includes training them for hunting,

herding, and companionship. His talent earns him the nickname “Dog Whisperer” among the townsfolk, but it also

isolates him from the other children who view him as an oddity. Edgar’s silence is both a shield and a source of

frustration; he longs for a voice but feels constrained by the expectations of his family and community.



During this period, Edgar’s world is punctuated by the arrival of a new family in town—a couple named the Wills.

Their daughter, a young girl named Sara, becomes a pivotal figure in Edgar’s life. Sara’s presence introduces the

first hint of change in Edgar’s static existence. Though initially hesitant, Edgar finds a kindred spirit in Sara, and

their shared love for dogs creates an unexpected bond.

Part Two: Tragedy and Transformation

Tragedy strikes when Edgar’s father, Henry, is diagnosed with a debilitating disease that forces him to step back

from the farm. The strain of caring for both his father and the dogs pushes Edgar to the brink. During this period,

Edgar’s relationship with Sara deepens, and they begin to share secrets and hopes. However, the town’s social

dynamics create tension; some residents resent Edgar’s closeness with Sara, fearing that he will break away from

the traditional values of Westport.

In a pivotal scene, Edgar discovers a hidden letter from his late mother, a woman who had once been a talented

poet. The letter contains a poem that speaks to Edgar’s inner world and offers him a new perspective on his

silence. This revelation becomes a catalyst for Edgar’s transformation, as he begins to question the limitations of

his muteness and the expectations placed upon him.

Meanwhile, a series of events involving the local dog show draws the community together. Edgar’s dogs perform in

a competition that showcases his training skills and earns him recognition. The success at the dog show serves as

a metaphor for Edgar’s own personal triumph over the barriers that have defined his life.

Part Three: A Journey to Self �Discovery

In the final act, Edgar faces a series of choices that will shape his future. He decides to leave Westport to pursue a

career in veterinary medicine, inspired by his love for animals and the guidance of the poem his mother left behind.

His departure is bittersweet; he leaves behind his father’s farm, his loyal dogs, and the town that has both

supported and confined him.

Edgar’s journey culminates in a poignant moment where he finally speaks to Sara, expressing his gratitude and

love. The narrative closes with Edgar walking into the horizon, symbolizing his step into the unknown, armed with

newfound confidence and the knowledge that his voice—both literal and metaphorical—has finally been heard.

Key Characters

•  Edgar Sawtelle – The mute protagonist whose bond with dogs defines his identity.

•  Henry Sawtelle – Edgar’s father, a former Navy veteran who struggles with illness.

•  Sara Wills – The daughter of the new family in town, who becomes Edgar’s confidante.

•  Mrs. Sawtelle – Edgar’s mother, whose poem becomes a guiding light.

•  The Dogs – Represented as characters in their own right, they embody loyalty, freedom, and the possibility of 

communication beyond words.

Thematic Exploration

The novel is rich with themes that resonate across different audiences. Below are some of the most prominent 

themes explored in The Story of Edgar Sawtelle:

1.  Communication Beyond Words – Edgar’s muteness forces him to find alternative ways to express himself, 

illustrating that communication can transcend verbal language.

2.  Isolation vs. Connection – The story examines the tension between the desire to belong and the fear of being 

misunderstood.



3.  Family Legacy and Identity – The legacy of Henry and Mrs. Sawtelle shapes Edgar’s path, prompting 

questions about self-determination.

4.  Nature’s Healing Power – The rural setting and the presence of animals highlight the restorative aspects of 

nature.

5.  Transformation Through Adversity – Edgar’s growth is catalyzed by challenges, illustrating the resilience of 

the human spirit.

Film Adaptation vs. Novel

The 2008 film adaptation of The Story of Edgar Sawtelletakes certain liberties with the source material, yet it

retains the core emotional beats. The following table contrasts key differences:



Aspect Novel Film

Narrative Structure Non �linear, interwoven with Edgar’s 
memories and poems.

Linear, focusing on the present 
timeline.

Character Depth In-depth exploration of Edgar’s 
internal thoughts.

Visual representation of emotions 
through acting and cinematography.

Dog Training Scenes Detailed descriptions of training 
techniques.

Dynamic sequences that showcase 
Edgar’s skill.

Ending Open �ended, leaving room for 
interpretation.

More definitive, with a clear resolution.

Despite these differences, both versions successfully capture the heart of Edgar’s story: a quiet boy finding his

voice through the love of animals and the support of those who care about him.

Critical Reception and Impact

Upon its release, The Story of Edgar Sawtellereceived praise for its lyrical prose and heartfelt storytelling. Critics

highlighted the novel’s ability to portray a unique perspective on communication and community. The film

adaptation also garnered positive reviews, with particular commendation for the performances of the child actors

and the realistic depiction of rural life.

Readers often cite the novel as an inspiring tale that encourages empathy for those who experience isolation or

disability. The story’s emphasis on the therapeutic benefits of animal companionship has also contributed to

broader conversations about animal-assisted therapy in modern healthcare.

Why the Story Resonates

There are several reasons why The Story of Edgar Sawtelle continues to touch audiences:

•  Universal Themes – Themes of belonging, identity, and resilience are relatable to anyone who has felt 

misunderstood.

•  Authentic Rural Setting – The vivid depiction of small �town life provides a backdrop that many find nostalgic 

and comforting.

•  Human �Animal Connection – The deep bond between Edgar and his dogs speaks to the innate human need 

for companionship.

•  Poetic Narrative – The lyrical style invites readers to immerse themselves in the emotional landscape of the 

story.

•  Representation – The portrayal of a mute protagonist offers visibility to people with speech or language 

challenges.

Conclusion

In summary, The Story of Edgar Sawtelleis a masterful exploration of communication, identity, and the

transformative power of relationships. Whether experienced through the novel’s poetic prose or the film’s visual

storytelling, the tale invites readers and viewers to reflect on how silence can speak louder than words, how

animals can act as mirrors to our souls, and how the courage to step beyond familiar borders can lead to profound

self �discovery. As you revisit Edgar’s journey, you’ll find that its themes remain as relevant today as they were when



the story first unfolded on the pages of David Wroblewski’s debut novel.
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