
beat the turtle drum

beat the turtle drum is a phrase that resonates deeply within the realms of literature and cultural
studies, primarily known as the title of a celebrated children’s novel by Susan Meddaugh. This
evocative expression captures themes of childhood, memory, and the rhythms of life, making it a rich
subject for exploration in literary analysis and educational contexts. The phrase itself invites
curiosity about its origins, symbolic meanings, and the narrative significance within the book. In
addition, "beat the turtle drum" has found metaphorical use beyond literature, often symbolizing the
act of marking time or celebrating life’s milestones. This article offers a comprehensive overview of
the book "Beat the Turtle Drum," its themes, characters, and impact, as well as an examination of
the phrase’s broader cultural and symbolic significance. Readers will gain insight into why this work
remains relevant and how it contributes to discussions about childhood and family dynamics.
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Overview of the Book "Beat the Turtle Drum"
"Beat the Turtle Drum" is a novel written by Susan Meddaugh, first published in 1968. It is a
poignant coming-of-age story that centers on the relationship between two sisters, Emily and Gull,
during a summer that changes their lives forever. The narrative is told from Emily’s perspective,
capturing her youthful innocence, hopes, and emotional growth. The book is notable for its realistic
portrayal of childhood and the complex emotions that accompany family dynamics and loss.
Meddaugh's storytelling is both tender and honest, making it a staple in children’s literature and a
valuable resource in educational settings.

Plot Summary
The story follows Emily, a ten-year-old girl, as she spends the summer with her older sister Gull, who
is preparing to leave for college. Throughout the summer, the sisters share adventures, dreams, and
moments of joy that are tinged with an underlying sense of impending change. The narrative takes a
tragic turn that profoundly affects Emily’s understanding of life and mortality. The book’s structure
and pacing reflect the rhythms of childhood, with moments of excitement interspersed with quiet
reflection.



Author Background
Susan Meddaugh is an American author and illustrator known for her contributions to children’s
books. While she gained fame for the "Martha Speaks" series, "Beat the Turtle Drum" remains one of
her most critically acclaimed works. Meddaugh’s background in art and storytelling uniquely
positions her to create vivid, emotionally resonant narratives that engage young readers while
addressing serious themes with sensitivity.

Thematic Exploration in "Beat the Turtle Drum"
The novel delves into several important themes that are both timeless and universally relatable.
Central to the story are themes of childhood innocence, family bonds, grief, and the transition from
childhood to adolescence. These themes are intricately woven into the narrative, providing depth
and emotional resonance.

Childhood and Innocence
Emily’s perspective highlights the innocence and curiosity characteristic of childhood. The novel
explores how children perceive and process the world around them, including difficult subjects like
illness and death. The story captures the bittersweet nature of growing up and the loss of innocence
that accompanies life’s challenges.

Family and Sibling Relationships
The bond between the two sisters is central to the narrative. Their relationship is portrayed with
nuance, showing both affection and the tensions that arise naturally between siblings. The novel
emphasizes the importance of family support and the lasting impact of sibling connections on
personal development.

Grief and Loss
One of the most powerful elements of "Beat the Turtle Drum" is its honest depiction of grief. The
narrative does not shy away from the pain and confusion that loss brings, especially from a child’s
perspective. This theme is handled with care, making it a valuable tool for discussing grief with
young readers.

Character Analysis and Development
The characters in "Beat the Turtle Drum" are richly drawn, with particular attention given to the
emotional growth of the protagonist, Emily. The novel’s strength lies in its realistic and empathetic
portrayal of its characters.



Emily
As the narrator and main character, Emily’s development is central to the story. She begins the
novel as an innocent and playful child, eager to experience the world alongside her sister. Over the
course of the summer, she confronts complex emotions and matures in her understanding of life’s
fragility. Emily’s voice is authentic and relatable, providing readers with a window into the inner
world of a child grappling with difficult realities.

Gull
Gull, Emily’s older sister, represents both a source of inspiration and eventual loss. Her character
embodies the transitional phase between childhood and adulthood, with aspirations and
vulnerabilities that are subtly portrayed throughout the story. Gull’s presence drives much of the
narrative’s emotional impact.

Supporting Characters
The novel also features a cast of supporting characters including parents, friends, and neighbors
who contribute to the story’s realism and depth. These characters help to create a believable social
environment and provide diverse perspectives on the central themes.

Symbolism and Meaning of the Turtle Drum
The title "Beat the Turtle Drum" carries significant symbolic weight within the novel and beyond.
Understanding this symbolism enhances appreciation of the story’s emotional and thematic layers.

The Turtle Drum as a Symbol
The turtle drum itself is an actual musical instrument referenced in the book, but it also symbolizes
the rhythms of life and the passage of time. The act of beating the drum can be seen as a call to
attention, a celebration of life’s moments, or a way to mark the inevitable changes that occur. Within
the narrative, the drum serves as a metaphor for the characters’ experiences and emotional
journeys.

Metaphorical Interpretations
Beyond the literal drum, the phrase "beat the turtle drum" can be interpreted as an encouragement
to live fully and embrace life’s rhythms despite challenges. It suggests resilience and the importance
of acknowledging both joy and sorrow as integral parts of existence. This metaphorical richness
contributes to the novel’s enduring appeal.



Impact and Reception of "Beat the Turtle Drum"
Since its publication, "Beat the Turtle Drum" has received critical acclaim and has been widely used
in educational settings. Its honest portrayal of childhood and grief has made it a valuable resource
for parents, teachers, and counselors.

Critical Acclaim
The book has been praised for its sensitive handling of difficult themes without condescension to
young readers. Critics note its literary quality, emotional depth, and the authenticity of its
characters as key strengths. It has won awards and been included in numerous recommended
reading lists for children and young adults.

Educational Use
"Beat the Turtle Drum" is frequently incorporated into school curricula as a tool to discuss topics
such as loss, family relationships, and emotional resilience. Its accessible narrative and relatable
characters make it effective for facilitating conversations about complex issues in a supportive
environment.

Reader Impact
Many readers report that the novel has helped them understand and process their own experiences
with grief and family dynamics. Its lasting emotional resonance attests to the power of Meddaugh’s
storytelling.

Broader Cultural Significance of the Phrase
Beyond the context of the book, the phrase "beat the turtle drum" carries cultural and symbolic
meanings that enrich its use in literature and conversation.

Historical and Cultural Context
The turtle drum as an instrument has roots in various indigenous cultures, where it often holds
ceremonial and community significance. Its slow, steady beat can symbolize endurance, tradition,
and connection to nature. This background informs the metaphorical use of the phrase in
contemporary language.

Metaphor in Modern Usage
In modern parlance, to "beat the turtle drum" can mean to celebrate slowly and deliberately, to mark
an important occasion, or to call attention with patience and persistence. This phrase’s evocative
imagery makes it appealing for use in poetry, speeches, and artistic expressions.



Applications in Art and Media
The phrase has inspired various artistic works and has been used as a title or theme in music,
theater, and visual arts. Its connotations of rhythm, life cycles, and celebration contribute to its
versatility as a cultural symbol.

Summary of Key Points

Beat the turtle drum is a novel by Susan Meddaugh that explores childhood, family, and
grief.

The story centers on the relationship between two sisters during a transformative summer.

The turtle drum symbolizes life’s rhythms, time, and emotional journeys.

The book is praised for its realistic characters and sensitive treatment of complex themes.

The phrase also holds broader cultural significance related to tradition and celebration.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Beat the Turtle Drum'?
The main theme of 'Beat the Turtle Drum' is coping with grief and loss, as it explores the impact of a
young girl's death on her family and the emotional journey of her sister.

Who is the author of 'Beat the Turtle Drum'?
The author of 'Beat the Turtle Drum' is Margaret Greaves.

What is the significance of the title 'Beat the Turtle Drum'?
The title 'Beat the Turtle Drum' symbolizes the rhythmic beat of life and the emotional heartbeat
that connects the characters, especially relating to the sisterly bond and the process of mourning.

What age group is 'Beat the Turtle Drum' suitable for?
'Beat the Turtle Drum' is generally suitable for middle grade to young adult readers, typically ages
10 to 14, due to its themes of family and loss.

How does 'Beat the Turtle Drum' address the topic of sibling



relationships?
The book portrays a deep and complex sibling relationship, highlighting love, jealousy, admiration,
and the profound impact of loss on siblings.

Is 'Beat the Turtle Drum' based on a true story?
While 'Beat the Turtle Drum' is a work of fiction, it is inspired by the author's own experiences and
observations about family and loss.

What literary style is used in 'Beat the Turtle Drum'?
'Beat the Turtle Drum' uses a first-person narrative style, providing an intimate and emotional
perspective through the eyes of the protagonist.

Has 'Beat the Turtle Drum' received any awards or
recognition?
Yes, 'Beat the Turtle Drum' has been recognized for its sensitive treatment of difficult topics and has
received critical acclaim in children's literature circles.

What role does music play in 'Beat the Turtle Drum'?
Music, particularly drumming, serves as a metaphor for the characters' emotional states and the
rhythm of their lives, linking to the story's title and themes.

How can 'Beat the Turtle Drum' be used in educational
settings?
The novel can be used in classrooms to discuss themes such as grief, family dynamics, emotional
resilience, and coping strategies, making it a valuable resource for social-emotional learning.

Additional Resources
1. Walk Two Moons
This novel by Sharon Creech explores themes of family, loss, and self-discovery through the journey
of a young girl named Salamanca Tree Hiddle. As she travels across the country with her
grandparents, Sal reflects on her mother's disappearance and her own identity. The story
intertwines humor and poignancy, similar to the emotional depth found in "Beat the Turtle Drum."

2. Bridge to Terabithia
Written by Katherine Paterson, this classic children's novel delves into friendship and coping with
grief. Jesse and Leslie create an imaginary kingdom in the woods, where they find solace and
adventure. The book addresses the impact of loss and the resilience of young hearts, resonating with
the themes of "Beat the Turtle Drum."

3. Out of the Dust



Karen Hesse's novel-in-verse tells the story of Billie Jo, a young girl growing up during the Dust Bowl
era. The narrative captures her struggles with family tragedy and the harshness of life, portrayed
with lyrical language. Like "Beat the Turtle Drum," it offers a heartfelt exploration of childhood
amidst hardship.

4. Because of Winn-Dixie
Kate DiCamillo's story centers on a young girl named Opal who adopts a stray dog, leading to
unexpected friendships in a small town. The novel highlights themes of loneliness, community, and
healing. Its gentle portrayal of childhood challenges complements the emotional tone of "Beat the
Turtle Drum."

5. The Secret Garden
Frances Hodgson Burnett's timeless novel follows Mary Lennox, a spoiled and lonely girl who
discovers a hidden garden that transforms her life. Themes of renewal, friendship, and healing are
central to the story. The book's emphasis on emotional growth and personal connection parallels the
spirit of "Beat the Turtle Drum."

6. Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry
Mildred D. Taylor's novel provides a powerful look at racial injustice and family strength in the
American South during the 1930s. Through the eyes of young Cassie Logan, readers experience the
challenges of growing up in a divided society. The book's focus on family bonds and overcoming
adversity relates closely to themes in "Beat the Turtle Drum."

7. Inside Out and Back Again
Thanhha Lai's novel-in-verse tells the story of Hà, a young girl who flees Vietnam during the war and
adjusts to life in the United States. The narrative explores themes of displacement, cultural identity,
and resilience. Its intimate portrayal of a child's perspective on change echoes the emotional
storytelling found in "Beat the Turtle Drum."

8. Where the Red Fern Grows
Wilson Rawls' novel follows a boy named Billy and his two hunting dogs in the Ozarks. The story is a
touching exploration of friendship, loyalty, and coming of age. Like "Beat the Turtle Drum," it
addresses the joys and pains of childhood and the bonds that shape us.

9. A Wrinkle in Time
Madeleine L'Engle's science fantasy novel features Meg Murry, a girl who embarks on a quest to
find her missing father. The book combines adventure with themes of love, courage, and self-
acceptance. Its focus on a young protagonist navigating complex emotions aligns with the heartfelt
narrative style of "Beat the Turtle Drum."
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