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What Is The Polar Express About

All Aboard the Magic:
Discovering What The
Polar Express Is Really
About

Every generation has a handful of stories that
capture the true spirit of childhood wonder. For
millions of readers and viewers around the world,
Chris Van Allsburg's The Polar Express is one of
those rare treasures. On the surface, it is the tale of
a young boy who takes a mysterious midnight train
ride to the North Pole. But if you ask devoted fans
what The Polar Express is about, the answer runs
much deeper. It is a story about belief, the fragility
of imagination, and the quiet courage it takes to
hold onto magic in a world that often asks us to
grow up too fast. Whether you are revisiting the
1985 Caldecott Medal-winning book or the beloved
2004 motion-capture film starring Tom Hanks, the
journey is always the same—and it always leaves
you questioning what you truly hear on Christmas
Eve.

The Heart of the Story: A Boy, A Train,
and a Night to Remember

At its simplest level, the narrative answers the
question of what The Polar Express is about by
following an unnamed young protagonist. It is
Christmas Eve, and he lies in bed, listening for the
sound of sleigh bells. He wants to believe in Santa
Claus, but doubt is beginning to creep in. Just as he
is drifting off, the ground begins to shake. Outside
his window, a magnificent black train has pulled up
to his front door, steam billowing into the snowy
night. The conductor leans out and utters the iconic
words: "All aboard!"

The boy climbs aboard and finds himself
surrounded by other children, all dressed in their
pajamas and filled with a mixture of excitement
and uncertainty. The train is a character in itself—a
grand, old-fashioned steam engine that carves a
path through forests, over mountains, and across
frozen lakes. The journey is as much an internal
one as it is physical. The boy meets a helpful but
lonely girl, a know-it-all boy, and a mysterious
hobo who rides the top of the train. Every moment
on the Polar Express builds toward a single
destination: the North Pole, where Santa Claus will
choose one child to receive the first gift of
Christmas.

The Core Theme: The Fragility of Belief

When people ask what The Polar Express is about,
the most honest answer is that it is a story about
believing. The boy's central conflict is not with a
villain or a physical obstacle—it is with his own
growing skepticism. This is a theme that resonates
powerfully with both children and adults. Children
are just beginning to navigate the line between
fantasy and reality, while adults often look back
with nostalgia at a time when the world felt bigger
and more wondrous.

The Polar Express does not force belief onto the
reader or viewer. Instead, it presents belief as a
choice—a brave one. The story suggests that the
ability to hear the sound of Santa's sleigh bells is
not a matter of age, but of the heart. Those who
truly listen can always hear them. This metaphorical
idea transforms the book from a simple holiday tale
into a meditation on faith, memory, and the things
we lose when we stop looking for magic.

A Deeper Look at the Characters and



Their Roles

To fully understand what The Polar Express is
about, it helps to examine the characters that
populate this snowy universe. The boy, the
protagonist, is every child who has ever stood at the
crossroads of belief and doubt. His journey is
deeply personal, and his eventual reward—the
silver sleigh bell from Santa's sleigh—is proof that
his faith was well placed. But the story does not end
there. The boy's parents cannot hear the bell's
beautiful sound. For them, it is just a broken
trinket. This heartbreaking yet honest moment
underscores the story's central message: magic is
real, but only for those who choose to see it.

The girl on the train serves as a quiet anchor for the
boy. She represents connection and empathy in a
moment of uncertainty. The know-it-all boy, who
insists that there is no such thing as Santa, plays the
role of the skeptic. His character is important
because he personifies the doubt that exists within
all of us. Even the hobos, the train conductors, and
the elves all serve a purpose in reinforcing the idea
that the journey to the North Pole is not just about
getting there—it is about what you bring with you
in your heart.

What The Polar Express Teaches Us
About Growing Up

One of the most poignant aspects of the story is its
honest portrayal of growing up. The ending of the
story, where the boy eventually stops hearing the
bells as he grows older, echoes a universal
experience. Everyone eventually loses some of the
innocence of childhood. But the story does not end
in sadness. The boy, now a man, still understands
that though he cannot hear the bells as he once did,
the memory of that night—and the truth of his
experience—remains. The final line, "At one time,
most of my friends could hear the bell, but as years
passed, it fell silent for all of them. Even Sarah
found one Christmas that she could no longer hear
its sweet sound. Though I have grown old, the bell
still rings for me as it does for all who truly
believe," is one of the most quoted and beloved

conclusions in children's literature.

This theme is why the story has endured for nearly
four decades. It speaks to the bittersweet nature of
growing up and suggests that holding onto a sliver
of belief is not foolish—it is essential.

The Story in Two Forms: Book vs. Film

When discussing what The Polar Express is about,
it is important to acknowledge the unique
differences between the book and the film
adaptation. The original picture book is a relatively
short, quiet story with stunning illustrations
rendered in Van Allsburg's distinctive, dreamlike
style. Every page feels like a painting you could
step into. The text is sparse, leaving much of the
emotion to the images. The book invites the reader
to imagine the sounds, the cold, and the thrill of the
train ride.

The 2004 film, directed by Robert Zemeckis and
starring Tom Hanks in multiple roles, takes a
different approach. It expands the story
significantly, adding action sequences, musical
numbers, and additional characters. The film uses
groundbreaking (for its time) motion-capture
technology to bring the characters to life. While
some viewers find the uncanny valley effect of the
animation a little unsettling, others praise the film
for its visual ambition and its ability to capture the
scale and grandeur of the journey. The film also
introduces the character of the mysterious hobo,
who acts as a kind of guardian angel figure, guiding
the boy through moments of doubt.

Both versions are beloved, and both answer the
question of what The Polar Express is about in
slightly different ways. The book is more
introspective and symbolic, while the film is an
adventure. Together, they offer a richer experience
of the story.

The Symbolism of the Train Journey

Trains have long been used in literature and film as
symbols of journey, transition, and destiny. In the
context of what The Polar Express is about, the
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train represents the passage from childhood to
adulthood, from doubt to belief, and from isolation
to community. The train does not stop for just
anyone. It appears only to those who are ready to
make the journey. The tracks stretch into the
unknown, and the children on board must trust the
conductor and the process. This mirrors the way
children trust the adults and the systems around
them, even when they do not fully understand
where they are being taken.

The train itself is also a symbol of nostalgia. It
evokes a time when travel was romantic and
mysterious. In a modern world of airplanes and
high-speed rail, the steam engine of the Polar
Express feels like a relic of a bygone era—an era
that the story suggests still exists, if only you know
where to look.

Why The Polar Express Remains a
Holiday Classic

Year after year, families around the world read the
book together, watch the movie together, and even
board real-life Polar Express train rides that have
become popular holiday attractions. The story has
become a ritual. But why? What is it about this
particular tale that resonates so strongly across
cultures and generations?

Part of the answer lies in its simplicity. The story
does not try to do too much. It focuses on a single,
universal emotional truth: the desire to believe in
something bigger than ourselves. The Polar Express
asks very little of its audience. It does not demand
you accept all of its logic or its world-building. It
simply asks you to remember what it felt like to
wait for something magical. It asks you to listen for
the bells.

Another reason is its visual and auditory power.
Whether you are looking at Van Allsburg's soft,
detailed illustrations or listening to the haunting
score of the film by Alan Silvestri, the story seeps

into your senses. The sound of the train whistle, the
sight of the Northern Lights, the feeling of cold air
on your face—these details make the story feel
real, even if you know, intellectually, that it is a
fantasy.

The Polar Express and the Spirit of
Christmas

Ultimately, what The Polar Express is about is the
spirit of Christmas itself. But it does not limit that
spirit to religion or materialism. Instead, it focuses
on wonder, generosity, and community. The boy's
reward at the end is not a toy or a gadget. It is a
simple bell, the sound of which reminds him of the
truth of his journey. The gift is symbolic of
something intangible—a memory, a feeling, a piece
of faith that he can carry with him forever.

The story reminds us that the best gifts are not the
ones wrapped under the tree. They are the moments
of connection, the shared experiences, and the quiet
certainty that there is more to this world than what
we can see and touch. This is a message that
transcends any single holiday or culture. It is a
message about hope.

Final Thoughts on the
Journey

So, what is The Polar Express about? It is about
a train ride to the North Pole, yes. But it is also
about the courage to believe in the face of doubt. It
is about the bittersweet feeling of growing up and
the joy of holding onto a small piece of childhood.
It is about listening—not just with your ears, but
with your heart. It is about the friends you make
along the way and the gift of a single, unforgettable
night. Whether you experience it through the pages
of a book or the glow of a screen, the Polar Express
invites you to climb aboard. And if you listen
closely, even now, you might just hear the bells.


