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Abstract

The Ferryman, written by the British writer Claire McFall, is a soul-healing novel
that touches millions of readers. It tells a story of a teenage girl named Dylan who
takes a train to visit her long-lost father, but is killed in a train accident. She then
meets her soul ferryman, teenage Tristan, whose task is to lead souls to their desti-
nations across the wasteland. The main thread driving the development of the story
is the desperate and brave struggle of the two traumatized characters, Tristan es-
corting Dylan to her soul destination and Dylan counter-ferrying Tristan to the hu-
man world. Through a gradual awakening to protect each other and reestablish close
social relationships, they cure themselves of the trauma they have suffered and re-
define the meaning of love and life. Based on Judith Herman’s trauma theory, this
paper analyzes trauma suffered by the main characters and their ultimate recovery

from trauma and explores the gradual changes in their personalities and behaviors,
which lead to their psychological growth and maturity.
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1. Introduction

Claire McFall is a well-known female writer in Britain. Greatly inspired by her teaching experiences in a high school,
Claire McFall created her masterpiece, The Ferryman, with an amazing plot structure and deep contemplation of love
and life. Once published, The Ferryman was well received by readers at home and abroad, winning major awards
including a Scottish Children’s Book Award. The Guardian makes the following comments: “A great book that
teaches you how to love! Completely unexpected plots, astonishing life prophecies”.

The story is about a soul’s experience after death. Dylan is a 15-year-old girl growing up in a single-parent family,
ignored and sneered at both at home and school. She takes a train to visit her father, whom she hasn’t seen in ten
years, but dies in a train accident. She then meets her soul ferryman, Tristan, who leads Dylan through the wasteland
as he leads other souls before. Tortured by the endless ferrying souls across the harsh wasteland and narrow escaping
from demons, Tristan gets completely emotionless and tired of it. Traumatized and numbed, they seem to live the
way they used to be. However, when going through a series of terrible events through the wasteland, the two teenagers
grow brave enough to fulfill their mutual redemption and eventually make a remarkable recovery, redefining the
value of life and the power of love.

The previous domestic study on The Ferryman is mainly focused on the exploration of the theme by scholars such
as Xu, Yang, Shao, and Zhai (Xu, 2016; Yang, 2016; Shao, 2017; Zhai, 2019). Based on Judith Herman’s trauma
theory, the paper analyzes the trauma suffered by Dylan and Tristan and their ultimate recovery and explores the
gradual changes in their personalities and behaviors, which lead to their psychological growth and maturity.
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2. Judith Herman’s Trauma Theory as the Theoretical Basis

Judith Herman, a professor of clinical psychiatry at Harvard University and a pioneer of contemporary trauma theory
research in America, published her great book Trauma and Recovery in 1992, hailed as a classic work on trauma
studies. In her book, Herman defines trauma as an experience that overwhelms an individual’s capacity to cope, often
involving threats to physical or psychological integrity. Herman explores the topic of trauma from two aspects: trau-
matic disorders and recovery from trauma.

According to Herman, traumatic disorders involve three symptoms: hyperarousal, intrusion, and constriction (Her-
man, 1992, p. 37). Hyperarousal means the victim remains in a high alert state, as if danger may occur at any time;
intrusion refers to the repeated intrusion of the victim’s consciousness from time to time; constriction is a state of
giving up when the victim feels powerless and hopeless, with their self-defense mechanism stopping and their con-
sciousness in a state of numbness.

Herman’s Trauma and Recovery is regarded as a seminal analysis in many ways because of its examination of the
three stages of recovery (Liang, 2022). The three stages for the traumatized people to walk through trauma include
establishing a safe environment, remembrance and mourning, and reconnecting with others (Herman, 1992, p. 155).
Establishing a secure environment is the first and most important step in the process of recovery because the victims
can control their bodies and restore their dominance and power. Once the sense of security is established, the victims
will begin to enter the second stage, where they are supposed to tell traumatic stories so as to reconstruct the traumatic
past and overcome the great pain brought by the traumatic memories. In the third stage, the victims need to develop
new relationships with those around them in order to participate more actively in the world, with close relationships
playing an important role in the whole process of recovery.

As trauma studies have increasingly become a prominent field of study, the fact that it has flourished exceptionally
well in the realm of literary theory and criticism indicates that trauma theory inherently possesses the duality of theory
and practice (Zhao, 2021). Briefly, Herman’s trauma theory gives a theoretical basis for the analysis of the remarkable
recovery of the main characters in The Ferryman, which provides readers with new insight into interpreting the novel.

3. Trauma Suffered by the Main Characters

In The Ferryman, Dylan and Tristan have suffered trauma both physically and psychologically, which exerts a neg-
ative influence on their personalities and behaviors. Dylan lives in a single-parent family, and the repressive family
atmosphere makes her unwilling and fearful to express herself. Mockery from her schoolmates and teachers also
makes her tired of school life. Tristan is even more typical of the loss of interpersonal skills. As a soul guide, he not
only fights against demons in the wasteland but also experiences countless emotional disconnections. Each time he
escorts a soul to its destination, he sustains the loss of a relationship. The pain of prolonged and repeated suffering
has made him cold and numb. Trauma suffered by Dylan and Tristan severely undermines the integrity of their mind
and bodies.

3.1 Trauma Suffered by Dylan

According to Herman, a secure sense of connection with caring people is the foundation of personality development.
(Herman, 1992, p. 52) However, it’s not the case with Dylan. Growing up in a single-parent family, Dylan feels
emotionally insecure and unstable. Her mother, Joan, overwhelmed by the failure of her marriage and the demands
of her job, gets irritable and prone to constant complaints. Severely suppressed, Dylan feels helpless and timid. She
is constantly bombarded with harsh criticism and punishment instead of encouragement and support. Joan’s way of
parenting does great harm to Dylan’s emotional well-being and self-esteem.

The absence of her father for ten years during her growing up also contributes to Dylan’s feelings of inferiority.
This absence makes her more vulnerable to trauma, and she lacks great support to cope with challenges. As a result,
Dylan has a wild imagination of her father, from whom she wants to seek comfort and support as a source of courage
and confidence. She decides to contact and visit her father, hence the scene at the beginning of the novel where Dylan
boards the train to meet her father, which ends with a train accident, another tragedy and trauma.

Dylan’s single-parent family affects the development of her personality; her timidity and social ineptitude prevent
her from integrating well into school life. Dylan becomes unwilling to communicate with her peers. Her introverted
personality makes her socially awkward and constantly laughed at. Even worse, the transfer of her intimate friend to
another school makes her school life more miserable and depressing. Dylan doesn’t have an outlet for her depression;
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she puts all her emotions on a doll bear, particularly in the face of separation, anxiety or other traumatic experiences,
temporarily providing her with a sense of security and emotional support. The attachment to the doll bear rather than
family and friends highlights the great loneliness she suffers both at home and school.

3.2 Trauma Suffered by Tristan

Tristan is a soul guide. His task is escorting the souls across the wasteland to their destinations, but he has to fight
against demons to fulfill his task, severely wounded. Over his prolonged stay in the harsh wasteland, Tristan is con-
fronted with the same situation every day, where he could be in danger at any moment. He gets extremely careful
and alert, thus in a state of nervous tension all the time, severely debilitated by this hyperarousal and intrusion. When
leading Dylan through the wasteland in anticipation of encountering demons, Tristan is cautious and scared because
he knows clearly he will be confronted with the horrific scenes again and again. Tortured by endless physical and
psychological pain and horror, with no comfort at all, Tristan is completely made numb, leading to a loss of self-
security.

Tristan’s sufferings also come from a lack of socialization. It is difficult for him to develop healthy interpersonal
relationships in the harsh environment of the wasteland. When ferrying souls, Tristan attempts to communicate with
souls and listen to their stories, but each soul eventually reaches its end, with each separation a painful experience
for Tristan. After having experienced countless emotional disconnections, Tristan gradually becomes apathetic, clos-
ing off his inner world and emotionally disconnected from the outside world. All he knows is that it is his duty to
lead souls through the wasteland safely. He exists only to be a ferryman, in the image that the souls like; he doesn’t
have a sense of self-value.

Tristan’s inability to resolve internal conflicts makes him feel confused, upset, and ultimately emotionally indif-
ferent. He often blames himself for feeling inferior to others and suffers great anxiety due to daunting prospects. He
longs for self-improvement, but his negative self-view makes him cower and cringe. The inner conflicts between his
need for improvement and the difficulty of achieving his goals often lead him to painful self-condemnation, hence
an even lower sense of self-worth. The dual trauma of mind and body hurt him both physically and psychologically.

4. The Main Characters’ Recovery from Trauma

In Trauma and Recovery, Herman says that the emotional support that traumatized people seek from family, loved
ones, and close friends takes many forms, and it changes during the course of resolution of the trauma (Herman, 1997,
p. 163). In Tristan’s ferrying Dylan and Dylan’s going back to save Tristan, there occur changes in their mindsets
and characters towards maturity. Though they have suffered trauma, they are brave enough to seek and achieve re-
covery, greatly inspired by each other.

4.1 Dylan’s Recovery

Dylan’s trauma is caused mostly by her alienated family relations and loneliness in an indifferent environment. There-
fore, her ways of recovery are mainly regaining a sense of security and reconnecting with people. Tristan’s appear-
ance after the accident helps Dylan regain inner peace. She grows up without her father’s support and love. Tristan,
with a cool and calm image, plays the role of a father when protecting her from danger. “I’ve got you, he said, and
the certainty in his voice gave her courage, warmed the chill in her chest” (McFall, 2015, p. 48). Her uneasiness and
helplessness are relieved, gradually putting her trust in Tristan.

Dylan gains an unwavering sense of security from Tristan and begins to develop trust in him, which makes her less
fearful of the outside world. When Tristan shares his story, Dylan comes to understand his misfortunes and sympa-
thizes with him. She is still vulnerable to traumatic threats, but rather than passively accepting these sufferings, she
tends to engage her fears actively. Realizing that the way the wasteland looks is just a reflection of her inner world,
she learns to change her mindset and begins to face life with a positive attitude, which is the symbol of her increasing
inner strength and a manifestation of her gradual maturity.

After she reaches her ultimate destination, Dylan realizes that she will be separated from Tristan forever, the sad-
ness making her look back at Tristan’s company. The love and sense of security gained from Tristan make Dylan feel
confident, strong, and courageous, and give her real insight into love and life. The gradual change and growth help
Dylan build a reconnection with people and ordinary life. She values so greatly the intimate relationship with Tristan
that she just cannot bear another traumatic event of losing a loved one. Dylan understands the importance of Tristan
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in her life and decides to return to the wasteland to save Tristan, whose life has already been set by fate, something
that her previous timid and cowardly self would never have done. “The past few days had taught her a lot about
herself; she was stronger, braver” (McFall, 2015, p. 159).

Instead of being blindly caught up in trauma, Dylan is strong enough to cure herself and take action to save Tristan
from his predestined life. Dylan grows up and matures, completing the magnificent transformation from a weak and
naive teenager to a firm and mature one, and achieving great recovery from trauma.

4.2 Tristan’s Recovery

Tristan’s trauma is caused by torture of the wasteland and self-worth depreciation. Therefore, his ways of recovery
are to establish an intimate relationship and regain a new self. Building intimate relationships is a crucial part of
human life that provides individuals with emotional support, a sense of belonging, and fulfillment. When he first
meets Dylan, Tristan stays cold. He escorts Dylan through the wasteland without any emotion, the same way he leads
other souls countless times. In a narrow escape from demons, Tristan is severely injured when he tries to protect
Dylan. She expresses deep concern for his safety, which makes Tristan feel for the first time that someone cares about
him. He is treated as a human being, with respect and sympathy; this warm feeling he has never had before. The
restoration of social bonds begins with the discovery that one is not alone (Herman, 1992, p. 215).

Building relationships includes reconciling with oneself so that people can achieve re-acquaintance with a new
self. Tristan experiences the same reconciliation with himself. Before meeting Dylan, Tristan is always self-depre-
cating and doesn’t see his existence as meaningful since it is his destiny to lead souls to their destinations safely. He
doesn’t even know what he really looks like, saying to Dylan, “I meet each soul with the most appealing appearance
to it” (McFall, 2015, p. 68). However, Dylan’s company and trust make Tristan realize that his presence brings
direction and strength to the souls, and they don’t wander or get lost because of Tristan’s guidance. The reconstruction
of one’s own identity and value doesn’t merely involve the establishment of his/her relationship with the outside
world; it requires recognition from others (Sun, 2025).

Tristan is greatly overwhelmed by Dylan’s unexpected return to him in order to save him from the captivity of the
wasteland. In contrast to Dylan’s bravery and determination, Tristan is timid, hesitant to challenge the rules of the
wasteland, and uncertain about his life in the human world. Encouraged by Dylan, who is now his guide and ferryman,
Tristan feels a new stirring of desire to live as a human being, a determination to break free from the shackles of fate
and embrace the unknown bravely. This transformative experience marks a significant turning point in Tristan’s
growth as he begins to embrace the changes unfolding within him. With Dylan’s reassurance, persuasion, and leading,
Tristan regains his self-confidence and self-worth in crossing the wasteland to the human world. “I exist because you
need me” (McFall, 2015, p. 69).

On the surface, Tristan appears to be waiting in the wasteland to ferry souls. In reality, he is likewise waiting to be
ferried. Filled with extraordinary courage, perseverance, and love, Tristan successfully breaks through the inherent
confinement to the wasteland and the shackles of the mind, returning to the real human world. He chooses to put an
end to the endless life of being a ferryman and reestablish intimate relationships with others as a living person, which
symbolizes his ultimate recovery from trauma.

5. Conclusion

The Ferryman is a soul-healing novel revealing that happiness can be harvested only when people are brave enough
to restore social bonds and love and to challenge the seemingly impossible. The main characters suffer trauma, but
they eventually achieve recovery from their traumatic experiences through their mutual inspiration and redemption.
It is a complex and dynamic process that requires joint efforts and commitment from both Tristan and Dylan. By
establishing contact and mutual trust, investing time and energy, and making joint efforts and mutual support, the
two traumatized teenagers begin to reestablish healthy, solid, and intimate relationships and achieve ultimate recovery.
The analysis of trauma suffered by Dylan and Tristan and their recovery based on Judith Herman’s trauma theory
will give readers new insight into interpreting the novel.
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