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INTRODUCTION: REVISITING
ROALD DAHL’S DARKER SIDE

When readers think of Roald Dahl, they
often  recall  the  whimsical  worlds  of
Charlie and the Chocolate Factory or the
mischievous magic of Matilda. Yet Dahl
also  wrote  a  collection  of  unsettling,
psychologically  driven  stories  for
adults—and  occasionally  for  older
children—that  reveal  a  far  darker
imagination. Among these lesser‑known
works is a short story titled The Swan
by  Roald  Dahl.  Originally  published  in
The Wonderful Story of Henry Sugar and
Six  More,  this  tale  stands  out  for  its
brutal  honesty,  its  examination  of
cruelty, and its unexpected moments of
transcendence.  In  this  article,  we  will
explore  the  plot,  themes,  symbolism,
and lasting impact of The Swan, while
also considering why this story remains
a powerful piece of literature for readers
who dare to  look beyond Dahl’s  more
famous creations.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A TALE OF
BRUTALITY AND
TRANSFORMATION

The Swan by Roald Dahl centers on a
young  boy  named  Ernie—a  gentle,
bird‑loving  child  who  is  endlessly
fascinated  by  the  swans  on  a  nearby
lake.  Ernie  is  the  kind  of  boy  who  finds
joy  in  observ ing  nature,  tak ing
photographs of swans, and dreaming of
flight.  But  his  peaceful  existence  is

shattered by two local bullies, Raymond
and his older friend, who embody casual
cruelty and a thirst for power. The bullies
taunt  Ernie,  steal  his  camera,  and
eventually  escalate  their  torment  to
horrifying  levels.  They  tie  Ernie  to  a
railway track, force him to witness the
killing of a swan, and then cruelly attach
the swan’s wings to his arms. The story
reaches a climax when Ernie, in a state
of shock and desperation, climbs a tree
and  attempts  to  fly—an  act  that
becomes both literal and metaphorical.
Dahl leaves the ending ambiguous, but
the transformation of Ernie from victim
to  something  almost  ethereal  is  the
story’s haunting core.

KEY THEMES IN THE SWAN BY
ROALD DAHL

The Nature of
Bullying and
Power
One of the most striking aspects of The
Swan  is  its  unflinching  portrayal  of
bullying. Raymond and his friend do not
merely tease Ernie; they systematically
strip him of his dignity, his possessions,
and his sense of safety. Dahl illustrates
how bullies often act not out of anger
but  out  of  a  need  to  dominate.  The
violence  is  ritualistic—each  act  is
performed with a chilling calmness that
makes it even more disturbing. The story
forces  readers  to  confront  the  reality
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that  cruelty  can  be  casual,  almost
recreational, especially in settings where
adults  are  absent  or  indifferent.  By
showing the psychological unraveling of
Ernie, Dahl underscores the devastating
impact  of  sustained  bullying,  a  theme
that  resonates  strongly  with  modern
audiences  concerned  about  school
violence  and  social  dynamics.

Innocence and
the Natural
World
Ernie’s love for swans symbolizes a pure,
almost  spiritual  connection  to  nature.
The  swan  itself—graceful,  white,  and
free—stands  in  direct  contrast  to  the
ugliness  of  human cruelty.  Throughout
the  story,  Ernie’s  observations  of  the
swans offer him a refuge, a world where
beauty  and  order  prevail.  When  the
bullies kill a swan and mutilate its body,
they are not just harming a bird; they
are  destroying  Ernie’s  last  sanctuary.
Dahl uses this act to show how violence
against  nature  often  mirrors  violence
against the vulnerable. The swan’s death
becomes  a  catalyst  for  Ernie’s  own
transformation—a painful but necessary
shedding of his innocence.

Transcendence
and the Human
Spirit
The most debated element of The Swan
is the ending. After the bullies tie swan
wings to Ernie’s arms and abandon him,
he  c l imbs  a  ta l l  t ree  and  leaps,

attempting  to  fly.  In  the  story’s  final
lines, we are told that he glides silently
over the valley, becoming a “great white
bird.” Is this a literal transformation? A
hallucination born of trauma? Or a poetic
metaphor  for  the  soul’s  escape  from
suffering?  Dahl  intentionally  leaves  the
interpretation open. Many readers see it
as a moment of transcendence—Ernie’s
spirit  finally  breaking  free  from  the
bonds  of  his  brutalized  body.  In  this
reading, the story becomes a triumph of
imagination  and  resi l ience  over
unimaginable  cruelty.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Ernie: The Gentle
Dreamer
E r n i e  i s  t h e  a r c h e t y p a l  D a h l
protagonist—a child with an inner world
far richer than those around him. He is
not  a  fighter;  he  is  an  observer,  a  lover
of quiet things. This makes him an easy
target, but it also gives him a depth that
his  tormentors  lack.  Dahl  does  not
portray  Ernie  as  weak;  rather,  his
strength lies in his capacity for wonder.
Even under duress, he does not lose his
fascination  with  the  swans.  His  final
flight—whether  real  or
imagined—represents  the  ultimate
assertion  of  his  true  self.  Ernie’s
character  reminds  us  that  gentleness
and sensitivity are not flaws but sources
of profound power.

Raymond: The
Face of Cruelty
Raymond is a study in casual evil. He is
not  a  stereotypical  monster;  he  is  a
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twelve‑year‑old boy who enjoys causing
pain.  Dahl  gives  him  no  redeeming
qualities, no backstory that explains his
behavior.  This  makes Raymond all  the
more  frightening—he  is  ordinary.  His
violence is methodical, almost artistic, as
he  constructs  a  scenario  where  Ernie
must  “fly”  or  die.  Raymond  represents
the banality of evil, a concept famously
explored by Hannah Arendt. He is a bully
who  has  learned  that  power  can  be
exercised without consequence, at least
for a time.

SYMBOLISM AND LITERARY
DEVICES

The Swan as a
Symbol
The  swan  is  one  of  literature’s  most
potent  symbols,  representing  grace,
beauty,  transformation,  and  often  the
soul. In The Swan  by Roald Dahl, the
bird  functions  on  multiple  levels.  For
Ernie,  the  swan  is  an  object  of  pure
admiration—a  creature  that  embodies
flight  and  freedom.  When  the  bullies
shoot  the  swan,  they  destroy  that
symbol,  but  Ernie  later  becomes  the
swan  himself.  Dahl  inverts  the  typical
narrative: instead of a human taming a
swan,  the  swan’s  spirit  enters  the
human.  The  wing  attachment  is
g r o t e s q u e ,  y e t  i t  l e a d s  t o  a
metamorphosis  that  elevates  Ernie
above  his  tormentors.  The  swan  also
carries connotations of death—the “swan
song” legend—and Ernie’s final flight can
be  seen  as  a  death,  a  release  from
suffering, or an apotheosis.

The Railway
Track as a
Threshold
When the bullies tie Ernie to a railway
track, they place him in a classic symbol
of  imminent  danger  and  choice.  The
railway  is  a  liminal  space—a  place  of
transi t  between  l i fe  and  death,
innocence  and  experience.  Ernie’s
escape from the track (the train never
comes) is not the end of his ordeal; it
merely  shifts  the  context.  The  track
represents  the  bullies’  attempt  to
impose  a  linear,  mechanical  fate  on
Ernie,  but  his  eventual  flight  defies  that
logic. Dahl uses the railway to heighten
tension  and  to  mark  the  point  where
Ernie’s psychological journey shifts from
passive  vict imhood  to  act ive,  i f
desperate,  agency.

Photography and
Observation
Ernie’s camera is more than a hobby; it
is  a  tool  for  capturing  and  preserving
beauty. The bullies steal and destroy it,
symbolizing  their  rejection  of  any
perspective other than their own. Ernie’s
role  as  a  photographer  sets  him
apart—he  is  an  observer ,  not  a
participant in violence. When the camera
is taken, Ernie loses his primary way of
engaging  with  the  world.  His  eventual
transformation  into  a  swan  can  be
interpreted  as  him  finally  becoming  the
subject of his own art, no longer just a
pass ive  recorder  but  an  act ive
participant in a transcendent act.
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COMPARISONS TO OTHER DAHL
WORKS

The  Swan  by  Roald  Dahl  shares
thematic DNA with other stories in The
Wonderful  Story  of  Henry  Sugar
collection,  which  often  blur  the  line
between reality and fantasy. Unlike The
BFG or James and the Giant Peach, this
story offers no comforting resolution. It is
closer  in  tone  to  Dahl’s  adult  short
stories, such as those found in Tales of
the Unexpected. In those stories, cruelty
often goes unpunished, and endings are
ambiguous. The Swan also echoes the
darker elements of The Witches, where
children face terrifying adults who wish
to destroy them. However,  The Swan
stands  alone  in  its  focus  on  a  child’s
internal transformation as a response to
external  violence—it  is  less  about
fighting  back  and  more  about
transcending  the  fight  entirely.

WHY THE SWAN MATTERS TODAY

In  an  era  where  discussions  about
bullying,  mental  health,  and  the
resilience  of  young  people  are  more
prominent  than  ever,  The  Swan  by
Roald Dahl feels startlingly relevant. The
story  does  not  offer  easy  answers  or
moral  lessons;  instead,  it  presents  the
raw reality of  cruelty and the strange,
often painful ways that survivors cope.
For educators and parents, the story can
be  a  catalyst  for  discussions  about
empathy, the power of imagination, and
the importance of protecting vulnerable
children. For writers and readers, it is a
masterclass in tension, symbolism, and
the  psychological  depth  that  can  be
achieved in a short story. Dahl’s ability
to move from whimsy to horror within a
single  narrative  is  on  full  display,
reminding us that he was never merely a
children’s author—he was a chronicler of

the human condition in all its light and
shadow.

LITERARY CRITICISM AND
INTERPRETATIONS

Critics have long debated the ending of
The  Swan .  Some  argue  that  the
transformation is a hallucination brought
on  by  extreme  trauma  and  physical
exhaustion.  Others  see  it  as  a  literal
supernatural  event—a boy granted the
ability to fly through his purity of spirit. A
third interpretation reads the story as a
metaphor  for  the creative imagination:
Ernie becomes the swan because he has
spent  his  life  studying  swans,  and his
mind,  pushed  to  its  limits,  creates  a
reality  where  he  embodies  them.  This
interpretation  aligns  with  Dahl’s  own
fascination with the boundary between
fantasy  and  reality.  Regardless  of  the
lens,  the  story  forces  readers  to  ask
whether transcendence is possible in the
face  of  evil,  and  if  so,  what  price  it
demands.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
FLIGHT OF THE SWAN

Roald  Dahl’s  The  Swan  is  a  small
masterpiece  that  lodges  itself  in  the
reader’s  mind  long  after  the  final
sentence. It is a story about the worst of
humanity and the best of it—the cruelty
of bullies and the indomitable spirit of a
boy who refuses to be broken. Through
vivid  imagery,  layered symbolism,  and
an  ambiguous  ending  that  invites
endless  interpretation,  Dahl  creates  a
work  that  transcends  the  label  of
“children’s story.” It is a meditation on
pain, beauty, and the mysterious ability
of  the  human  soul  to  take  flight  even
when all  hope seems lost.  For  anyone
seeking to understand the full range of
Roald  Dahl’s  talent,  The  Swan  is
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essential reading—a dark, delicate, and unforgettable tale.


