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DISCOVERING THE MAGIC: WHAT
IS THE MATILDA ABOUT?

When  someone  asks,  "What  is  The
Matilda about?" they are often referring
to the beloved children’s novel by Roald
Dahl,  first  published  in  1988,  or  its
equally  famous  film  adaptations.  At  its
heart ,  the  story  is  a  tr iumphant
celebration of intelligence, courage, and
the  power  of  reading.  It  follows  a
remarkably  bright  little  girl  named
Matilda  Wormwood,  who  uses  her  wit
and  burgeoning  telekinetic  abilities  to
overcome a world of neglectful parents
and  a  tyrannical  school  headmistress.
But the story goes much deeper than a
simple tale of good versus evil.  It  is a
richly  layered  narrative  that  explores
themes of justice, self-reliance, and the
profound  impact  that  books  and  kind
mentors can have on a young life. This
article  will  unpack  every  layer  of
Matilda’s  world,  from  her  difficult  home
life  to  her  triumph  at  Crunchem Hall,
offering a complete and engaging look at
what this classic story is truly about.

The Unwanted
Genius: Matilda’s
Home Life
The  story  begins  by  painting  a  vivid
picture  of  Mati lda’s  family.  The
Wormwoods  are  a  grotesquely  comic,

self-absorbed couple who have little time
for  their  daughter.  Her  father,  Mr.
Wormwood,  is  a  dishonest  used-car
salesman  who  values  money  and
television  above  all  else.  Her  mother,
Mrs. Wormwood, is obsessed with bingo
and  her  own  appearance.  They  see
Matilda’s  intelligence  as  a  freakish
anomaly,  constantly  belittling  her  love
for  books  and  her  advanced  mental
abilities.  This  neglect  is  central  to
understanding what The Matilda is about
on a psychological level. It shows a child
forced to raise herself, using the public
library as a sanctuary and literature as
her  teacher.  Dahl  masterfully  creates
sympathy for Matilda while also injecting
humor  into  the  Wormwoods’  absurd
ignorance.
Matilda’s  early  acts  of  resistance  are
small  but  significant.  She  plays  clever
pranks on her father—such as gluing his
hat to his head or placing a parrot in the
chimney to simulate a ghost—to punish
him  for  his  cruelty  and  to  assert  a
m e a s u r e  o f  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h e r
environment.  These  pranks  are  not
malicious; they are the clever strategies
of a child who has no other power. This
part of the narrative establishes the core
conflict:  a  brilliant  mind  trapped  in  a
world that refuses to recognize its value.
The  question  of  "what  is  The  Matilda
about" begins to be answered here: it is
about the resilience of the human spirit
when  faced  with  indifference  and
hostility.
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A Haven in
Books: The Role
of Literature and

Knowledge
Books are the lifeline for Matilda. Long
before  she  discovers  her  telekinetic
powers,  she  discovers  the  power  of
stories.  She  walks  alone  to  the  local
library,  devouring  classics  like  The
Secret Garden  and Great Expectations.
The librarian, Mrs. Phelps, becomes her
first genuine adult ally. Through reading,
Matilda  escapes  the  dreariness  of  her
home and expands her understanding of
the  world  beyond  the  narrow,  TV-
obsessed  confines  of  her  family.  This
core  element  of  the  story  sends  a
powerful  message:  education  and
imagination  are  tools  for  liberation.
Dahl  himself  was  a  fierce  advocate  for
reading, and this theme is woven tightly
into the fabric of the plot. For Matilda,
books are not just entertainment—they
are a form of rebellion and a path to self-
discovery.  When readers  ask,  "what  is
The  Mati lda  about?"  they  should
remember that it is, in large part, about
the transformative power of literacy. It
shows  that  knowledge  is  the  ultimate
superpower,  one  that  no  amount  of
parental  neglect  or  bullying  can  take
away.  This  theme  resonates  strongly
with  parents,  educators,  and  children
alike, making the story timeless.

The Tyranny of

Crunchem Hall:
Enter Miss
Trunchbull
I f  h o m e  i s  a  p l a c e  o f  n e g l e c t ,
school—Crunchem  Hall—is  a  place  of
outright  terror.  The headmistress,  Miss
Agatha Trunchbull, is one of literature’s
most  memorable  villains.  A  former
Olympic hammer thrower, she is a brute
who  despises  children  and  rules  the
school  with  an  iron  fist.  She  punishes
students by throwing them over fences,
locking them in the dreaded "Chokey" (a
narrow cupboard lined with broken glass
and  nails),  or  forcing  them to  eat  an
entire  chocolate  cake  in  front  of  the
school. This exaggerated cruelty serves
both as comic satire and as a genuine
depiction of institutional abuse of power.
The  school  is  a  grim,  joyless  place
designed  to  crush  cur iosity  and
individuality.
Matilda’s arrival at Crunchem Hall  sets
the stage for the story’s most dramatic
conflicts.  The  contrast  between  her
gentle, bookish nature and the school’s
brutish  environment  highlights  the
central  question of  the novel:  can one
s m a l l  c h i l d  s t a n d  u p  a g a i n s t
overwhelming  tyranny?  This  section  of
the story is crucial for anyone wondering
what The Matilda is about in terms of its
moral backbone. It is a fable about how
even the smallest  person can make a
stand if they have courage, intellect, and
a sense of justice.
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A Kindred Spirit:
Miss Honey and
the Power of

Mentorship
Amid  the  darkness  of  Crunchem  Hall,
Matilda  finds  a  radiant  light  in  her
teacher, Miss Jennifer Honey. Miss Honey
i s  t h e  p o l a r  o p p o s i t e  o f  M i s s
Trunchbull—gentle, kind, perceptive, and
deeply  caring.  She  immediately
recognizes  Matilda’s  extraordinary
intellect and wants to nurture it.  Their
relationship forms the emotional heart of
the story. Miss Honey provides the love,
validation,  and  intellectual  challenge
that Matilda has never had. She also has
her  own  tragic  backstory:  she  is  the
niece of Miss Trunchbull, who has stolen
her inheritance and forced her to live in
a tiny, dilapidated cottage. This subplot
gives Matilda a  clear  goal:  to  use her
abilities to help Miss Honey reclaim what
is rightfully hers.
The  mentor-student  bond  here  is
profound. It  shows that while family is
important, true support can come from
unexpected  places.  When  considering
what  The  Mat i lda  i s  about ,  th is
relationship  highlights  the  theme  of
found  family  and  the  importance  of
teachers who believe in their students.
Miss Honey is not just a passive victim;
she  is  a  loving  figure  who  empowers
Matilda to embrace her gifts. Together,
they form a partnership  that  can face
the Trunchbull’s reign of terror.

The Quantum
Leap: Telekinesis
as a Metaphor
One of the most famous elements of the
story  is  Matilda’s  discovery  of  her
telekinetic powers—the ability to move
objects with her mind. This element is
often  the  first  thing  that  comes to  mind
when people ask, "what is The Matilda
about?" However, these powers are not
arbitrary  fantasy.  They  are  a  direct
manifestation  of  her  repressed  anger
and intellectual  energy.  Dahl  makes it
clear that Matilda’s brain is so powerful
and underutilized that the energy builds
up until  it  literally  spills  over  into  the
physical  world.  The  telekinesis  is  a
metaphor  for  the  incredible  potential
that  lies  within  every  child,  especially
those  who  are  underestimated  or
ignored.
The  moment  comes  during  a  stressful
encounter with Miss Trunchbull. Matilda,
in  a  fit  of  rage  and  concentration,  tips
over a glass of water containing a newt.
From there,  she  learns  to  control  the
power, eventually using it to perform her
most  spectacular  trick:  writing  a
message on the chalkboard in the voice
of the ghost of Miss Trunchbull’s father.
This  act  of  psychological  warfare  is
brilliant and satisfying. It  demonstrates
that the most powerful weapon against
tyranny  is  intelligence,  not  physical
strength.  The telekinesis is  the vehicle
through which Matilda is able to right the
wrongs done to  both herself  and Miss
Honey.
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The Climax:
Justice and

Freedom
The climax of  the story is  a masterful
b lend  of  suspense,  humor ,  and
emotional  payoff.  Using  her  telekinetic
abilities, Matilda impersonates the ghost
of Magnus (Miss Trunchbull’s late father)
to  terr i fy  the  headmistress  into
confessing  her  crimes  and  fleeing  the
school. The scene in the classroom, with
the  chalk  writing  by  itself  and  Miss
Trunchbull screaming in terror, is iconic.
It is a moment of pure catharsis for the
reader, who has watched the Trunchbull
torment children for pages. The victory
is not just about defeating a bully; it is
about  rec la iming  jus t ice .  M iss
Trunchbull’s  departure  means  Miss
Honey can take over  as headmistress,
and  the  school  becomes  a  happy,
nurturing  place.
This  resolution  directly  answers  the
question "what is The Matilda about?" in
the context of a classic hero’s journey. It
is about a downtrodden protagonist who
uses  her  unique  talents  to  overcome
obstacles, save her friends, and restore
balance to her world. Matilda does not
become a  superhero  in  the  traditional
sense; she becomes a symbol of what is
possible when a child is given the right
tools—books, love, and opportunity.

The Bittersweet
Ending: A New

Beginning
The ending of Matilda is both happy and
slightly sad. Matilda’s powers gradually
fade as she becomes more engaged with
school  and  her  lessons,  implying  that
extraordinary gifts often normalize once
the  child’s  environment  becomes
supportive.  The  Wormwoods,  realizing
their  daughter  is  not  the normal  child
they wanted,  and also fearing the law
after  Mr.  Wormwood’s  i l legal  car
schemes  are  discovered,  flee  the
country.  Matilda  is  legally  adopted  by
Miss Honey. This is a deeply satisfying
conclusion because it gives Matilda the
loving,  stable  home  she  deserves.
However,  it  also  carries  a  hint  of
melancholy:  she is  separated from her
biological family, even if that family was
terrible.
For anyone exploring what The Matilda is
about  from  an  emotional  perspective,
this ending underscores the idea that a
happy ending sometimes means leaving
the  toxic  past  behind.  It  affirms  that
children  can  choose  their  own  future,
and that love and intelligence will  find a
way.  The story  ends  with  Matilda  and
Miss Honey living happily,  reading and
learning  together—a perfect  picture  of
intellectual and emotional contentment.

Adaptations and
Cultural Impact
The story of Matilda has been adapted
multiple  times,  most  famously  in  the
1996 film directed by Danny DeVito (who
also played Mr. Wormwood) and starring
Mara Wilson as Matilda and Pam Ferris
as  Miss  Trunchbull.  This  film  version
expanded the  role  of  Miss  Honey  and
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included  updated  references  for  the
1990s audience. More recently, a 2022
musical  film  adaptation  directed  by
Matthew Warchus (based on the stage
musical)  brought  a  new  energy  and
song-and-dance  numbers  to  the  tale.
This version,  starring Emma Thompson
as Miss  Trunchbull  and Alisha Weir  as
Matilda, introduced the story to a new
generation.  The  stage  musical  itself,
which premiered in London in 2010 and
later on Broadway, has been a massive
international  success,  winning  multiple
Tony Awards.
The  question  of  "what  is  The  Matilda
about"  extends  beyond the  plot  to  its
cultural legacy. The story has become a
touchstone  for  discussions  about  child
literacy,  bullying,  and  the  power  of
educat ion .  I t  has  been  used  in
classrooms to teach about resilience and
courage.  The phrase "I'm Matilda"  has
become  a  rallying  cry  for  intelligent,
eccent r i c ,  and  b rave  ch i ld ren
everywhere.  Roald  Dahl’s  classic
remains  one  of  the  most  beloved
children’s  books  of  all  time,  and  its
themes are more relevant than ever in a
w o r l d  w h e r e  r e a d i n g  i s  o f t e n
undervalued.

Key Themes and
Messages to
Remember

The Power of Literacy: Reading
is the foundation of Matilda’s
intelligence and her escape from a
stifling environment.

Resilience Against Adversity:
Matilda never gives up, even when
both her family and school system
are against her.
The Importance of Kindness:
Miss Honey exemplifies the gentle
strength that contrasts with the
Trunchbull’s brute force.
Justice and Revenge vs.
Fairness: Matilda’s actions are
always about correcting injustice,
not pure revenge.
Self-Reliance and Inner
Strength: Matilda demonstrates
that you don't need to be big or
loud to be powerful.
Found Family: The bond between
Matilda and Miss Honey proves
that family is about love, not
blood.

CONCLUSION

So,  what  i s  The  Mat i lda  about?
Ultimately, it is about a brilliant little girl
who  refuses  to  let  her  circumstances
define her. It is a story of empowerment,
reminding  readers  that  intelligence,
courage, and a love of reading are the
most potent forces in the universe. It is
also  a  warm,  funny,  and  sometimes
darkly  comedic  narrative  that  skewers
small-mindedness  and  celebrates  the
resilience  of  childhood.  Whether  you
encounter Matilda in a book, a movie, or
a  stage  show,  her  journey  remains
inspiring. She teaches us that even the
smal lest  person  can  change  the
world—or  at  least  their  own corner  of
it—with a good book, a strong will, and a
little bit of magic. The story is a timeless
classic  that  continues  to  captivate
audiences,  answering  the


