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Abstract 
The study is entitled “Traumatic Experiences of Main Character in My Dark Vanessa Novel 

(2020)”. The purpose of this study is  to analyze the traumatic experiences by main character 

when she was teenager and deal with the traumatic in the novel “My Dark Vanessa”. The 

method of this research is qualitative method. The data sources uses in this study were from 

the dialogue, sentences taken from the novel “My Dark Vanessa”. The researcher uses the 

Concept trauma by Catchy Carruth (1996). The result showed that trauma experienced by the 

main character has several symptoms experienced main character such as intrusion or re-

experiencing, nightmares, mood changes or cognitive, flashbacks and avoidance. The results 

of this analysis indicate that Vanessa suffered from trauma caused by the tragic events she 

experienced when she was teenager due to adult. The researcher also found how to deal with 

traumatic such as secret identity, compartmentalizing, denial, safe place to tell the truth, 

silencing, and the last right brains therapy.  
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A. Introduction 

This study is about analyzing one of Kate Elizbeth Russel finest literary works, My dark 

Vanessa (2020). Trauma experiences  also happen to teenagers, such as the main character in 

the novel “My dark Vanessa” (2020). Vanessa is traumatized by bad experiences in her past, 

and this trauma is not easy to her to deal with. In this research, the researcher discussed 

Vanessa’s trauma where the one of the novel’s character has suffered hard moment on her past. 

The event was so hard for her because she was trapped by forty-two her English teacher for a 

magnetic and manipulative man called Jacob Strane. Her trauma caused of violence, rape, and 

sex abuse. In the moment when she was suffered that horrible moment, she was in struggling 

to be able to escape from the place. Feel trauma  in daily life in one of symptom of trauma.  
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The reason the writer choose this novel  to be a study is to analyzed the traumatic experiences 

of person who turned out to be suffering from trauma in the past. Problems like this often occur 

in real life. From the novel, the writer found how the suffering by person who was in her worst 

time. So, the conclusion is that trauma is not something easy for a person to deal with because 

many , but rather a mental disorder that has a negative impact on the life.  

 

B. Method 

This research adopts a qualitative approach to delve into the complexities of the subject 

matter, allowing for in-depth exploration and the generation of novel insights. According to 

Bhandari (2020), qualitative studies are particularly adept at analyzing non-numeric data, such 

as video, audio, and text, while also elucidating concepts and experiences. Commonly utilized 

in fields such as social sciences, history, and education sciences, this approach enables 

researchers to delve deeply into problems and foster innovative research avenues. 

Narrative analysis serves as a key methodological tool in this study, offering a nuanced 

exploration of the storylines and character internal thoughts within Kate Elizabeth Russell's 

novel. By employing narrative analysis, the researcher aims to illuminate the traumatic 

experiences of the main character, drawing upon the conceptual framework outlined by Cathy 

Caruth (1996). Caruth's work provides a theoretical foundation for understanding trauma, 

enriching the analysis of the novel's themes and character dynamics. The primary source of 

data for this research is the text of "My Dark Vanessa" by Kate Elizabeth Russell, published in 

2020 by Harper Collins Australia. The novel, comprising 369 pages across 17 chapters, serves 

as a rich repository of textual material for analysis. Additionally, supplementary data from 

relevant literary works and novels are drawn upon to bolster the findings and enrich the 

analysis. 

The research methodology entails several key steps: 

 Thoroughly reading the novel multiple times to gain a comprehensive 

understanding of the text. 

 Systematically noting and documenting expressions, statements, and situations 

within the novel that support the identification of traumatic symptoms. 

 Classifying and organizing the identified aspects and themes present in the novel to 

facilitate analysis. 

Data analysis revolves around the traumatic concept as elucidated by Caruth (1996), 

serving as the overarching theoretical framework guiding the study. The analysis centers on 

the traumatic experiences encountered by the main character, with quotations from the novel 

serving as evidential support. Furthermore, the analysis draws upon the researcher's 

interpretation and understanding to establish connections between the ideas presented in the 

novel and the theoretical concepts underpinning trauma theory. In summary, this research 

methodologically combines qualitative inquiry, narrative analysis, and the application of 

trauma theory to provide a nuanced exploration of the portrayal of traumatic experiences in 

"My Dark Vanessa" by Kate Elizabeth Russell. Through systematic analysis and interpretation, 
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the study aims to shed light on the complexities of trauma within the context of the novel's 

narrative landscape. 

 

C. Findings and Discussion 

1. Traumatic experiences portrayed in the novel 

1.1 Intrusion or re-experiencing  
I try to remember that last conversation he and I had before I left- in his backyard, 

night falling around us. How panicked I was begging him to tell me it would be 
ok, I hadn’t ruined everything he seemed horrified by me; that’s what I remember 

most about that conversations : his look of repulsion as he watched me fall apart 

,hiccups and snotty nose. I don’t remember saying id take care of anything. I just 

remember him saying we would be ok (Russel, 2021, p. 244) 

1.2.Nightmares 
 

 The second symptom is nightmares or sleeping disorders, maintenances and insomnia. 

That all are common among individuals who are diagnosed with traumatic disorder are 

conditions that affect sleep quality, timing, or duration and impact a person’s ability to properly 

function while they are awake. These disorders can undermine quality of life and contribute to 

other medical problems. 

“By the middle of the day , I`m struggling to keep my head up, so rather than 

eating during lunch , I sneak back to Gould , curl up in my bed, and cry. If its, 

going to be this hard, I wonder why even bother ?  (Russel, 2021, p. 15) 

1.3 Mood changes or Negative cognition  

The statements above negative is emotionally unstable and affects mood deterioration. 

After that behavioral disorders are usually manifested as more negative changes in the victim's 

behavior, such as excessive laziness. Finally, cognitive deficits that affect the victim's way of 

thinking and often make it difficult to concentrate fantasies, fantasies, etc. 
I’ve been wrapped up in my own frustration and impatience, never considering all 

that was on the line for him or how much he’s already risked touching my leg, 

saying he wanted to kiss me. (Russel, 2021, p. 75) 

1.4 Flashbacks  
 

Flashbacks is when someone vividly re-experience a past traumatic incident. These 

flashbacks tend to occur suddenly and unexpectedly. While not everyone diagnosed with 

traumatic   

Trust me, I know how hard this is." Janine lowers her voice  

"I'm a survivor, too." 

That word, with its cloying empathy; that patronizing, flattening word that makes 
my whole body cringe no matter the context it pushes too far. My lips curl up over 

my teeth as I spit out, "You don't know anything about me," and I hang up the 

phone, bolt across the lobby to the empty staff bathroom, and throw up into a toilet, 
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curling my arms around the bowl until the wave passes, my stomach empties out, 
and I'm coughing up bile. (Russel, 2021, p. 232)  

1.5 Avoidance  

The response toward Trauma may include avoiding people, places, or situations that can 

remind them of their traumatic events. 

"I know how hard this must be for you," he says, "but it could be an opportunity, 

right? To make peace with it and move on." 1e myself to breathe through the 

thought. "Make peace and move on" sounds like jumping off a cliff, sounds like 

dying. 

"Can we talk about something else?" I ask 

"Sure," he says. "Of course." He asks me about work, if I'm still looking for a 

new job. (Russel, 2021, p. 244) 

2. Dealing with Trauma 

2.1.Secret identity 

Secret identity by Vanessa as main Character is Vanessa as individuals with visible 

“stigmas” (in some contexts) such as gender, race, and physical handicap are always “on 

display,” requiring them to prepare in advance, and manage, social interactions that place them 

in an out-group. People with “concealable stigmas,” they note, such as mental illness, criminal 

record, or sexual orientation, “have the option to hide the identity, ‘passing as one of the 

favored in-group and avoiding the negative consequences of being part of the out-group” 

Stunned, I type the old URL into my browser. After everything that happened in 

college, I made the blog private, inaccessible without a password. Now it loads 
with every post visible, reverted back to its default public setting. I can't remember 

the last time I checked to make sure it was locked it could have been sitting out in 

the open for years. Scrolling down the page, I see "S.," my name transparent code 

for Strane, scattered across the blocks of text. 

"It shouldn't have been accessible," I say as I bring up the login screen, try to 

remember the decade-old password. "I don't know what happened." 

"I'd like to reference it in the article." "No," I say. "I can say no, right?" 
"I'd prefer to have your permission," she says, "but the blog was public." 

"Well, I'm deleting it now anyway." (Russel, 2021, p. 246) 

2.2. Compartmentalizing 

Compartmentalizing is second defense of main character did by separates feelings or 

thoughts that contradict each other into different “compartments” in order to avoid the 

cognitive dissonance that arises when a thought or feeling we have starts to contradict a 

different thought or feeling that we are also aware of 

She studies me, deep lines in her forehead. "Knowing you, Va nessa, I think you're 

more likely to minimize than exaggerate." She starts talking in an authoritative 
tone I've never heard before, practically scolding. She says it's humiliating what 

Browick forced me to do. That being instructed to demean yourself in front of your 

peers is enough to cause post-traumatic stress, regardless of anything else I went 

through. (Russel, 2021, p. 261) 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/basics/gender
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/basics/sex


Weny Kristina Nainggolan 

48 

MORPHOSIS: JOURNAL OF LITERATURE, Volume 4 Number 1, March, 2022 

 

 
 

 

2.3  Denial 

Denial is a defense mechanism that involves a refusal to accept reality, thus blocking 

external events from awareness  
When I call home that evening, I offer a flood of explanations and platitudes : 

everything’s fine, nothing’s going on, the whole thing is ridiculous , a stupid 

rumor, of course it’s not true, my parents are on different phones, both talking at 

once. (Russel, 2021, p. 168) 

2.4. Safe place to tell the truth  

The data found that Vanessa shared her story to ruby one person that Vanessa believed to 

tell her story life 

I’ve been seeing ruby for eight months, ever since my dad died. At first it was grief 

therapy, but it turned into talking about my mom, my ex-boyfriend, how I stuck I 

feel in to my job, how I stuck I feel about everything  (Russel, 2021, p. 8) 

2.5 Right brains therapy  
 

The last way to deal with trauma is  therapy of the right side of the brain, because right 

side brain consists of emotional, expression ,and imagination the site of spatial and emotional 

functions as well as of implicit memory, is the side most involved in trauma. Therefore, he 

concludes, “we need to have right-brain therapies for right-brain problems.  

When a person suffers from trauma, working with their right brain improves their social 

interactions and relationships. There are several explanations to this phenomena. The first is 

that, when a traumatic experience occurs, the left side of the brain shuts down and the right -

side processes. Two sides of our brain work together most of the time. But they each have their 

own functions. The left side is designed for logical thinking. It is the side we use when we read, 

do math, figure out logic problems. When we wish to explain our past, spew out statistics. It 

has an orderly fashion of working.  

Right brains therapy is a form self-defense that guides to positive strategy. Vanessa as 

Subject who apply this mechanism vent their feeling towards safer object or activities (in 

positive direction)  

He tilts his head ,squints. “really. You’ve told your therapist that the man who 

abused you when you were kid was publicly accused of abuse by someone else 

and that’s not something you two talk about? Come on” (Russel, 2021, p. 51) 

 

D. Conclusion 

The Novel  “My Dark Vanessa”  is fictional novel by Kate Elizabeth Russel published 

in 2021 It can be concluded that the fact traumatic experienced because sexual harassment by 

her teacher, Jacob Strane when she was fifteen is not easy for teenagers to understand the abuse 

situation. After finding and analyzing the data in the novel My Dark Vanessa using Traumatic 

concept by Catthy Caruth theory, it can be concluded the trauma represented in “My Dark 

Vanessa” such as intrusion or re-experiencing, nightmares, mood changes or cognitive, 
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flashbacks and avoidance. Despite all the impact of the trauma she had experienced, she also 

trying to survive and try to fight her trauma.  The character deal with the trauma in “My Dark 

Vanessa” (2020) Novel. The results of this analysis indicate that Vanessa suffered from trauma 

caused by the tragic events she experienced when she was teenager due to adult. The researcher 

also found how to deal with traumatic such as secret identity, compartmentalizing, denial, safe 

place to tell the truth, silencing, and the last right brains therapy. Vanessa apply her respective 

methods of self -defense, although, in the end, Vanessa get back up from her traumatic in the 

past. Vanessa start new beginning of life, she free from Jacob Strane. The writer suggest and 

expect this thesis is able to be significant contribution from the novel. Hopefully, this study 

can be useful for the readers or the future English Department students who are interested in 

studying the same topic. There were so much knowledge that can be taken from this research, 

hopefully all readers will be spoiled with the information from this thesis and hopefully they 

get some information. For the readers who are interested in Traumatic Concept by Catthy 

Caruth (1996), especially in literary work, they are understand the symptoms of the impact of 

traumatic and some information deal with traumatic through this study. In addition, it is also 

recommended for the next writer who are interested in doing further researches in the same 

field to use these findings as a starting point in conducting research.  

 

E. References 
 

Berkley, R., & R. A., B. R. (2019). The emotional context of disclosing a concealable 

stigmatized identity: A conceptual model. Human Resource Management Review,, pp. 

428–445. doi:10.1016/j.hrmr.2018.09.001 

Bhandari, P. (2020, June 19). What Is Qualitative Research? | Methods & Examples. Retrieved 

from https://www.scribbr.com/methodology/qualitative-research/ 

Brewin, C. (2015, May). Re-experiencing traumatic events in PTSD: new avenues in research 

on intrusive memories and flashbacks. v-6. doi:10.3402/ejpt.v6.27180 

Buckland, E. (2022, November). Britney Spears admits to suffering 'serious mental trauma' 

from her conservatorship: Pop star, 40, claims ordeal has left her with nerve damage 

and she's unable to breathe 'normally' around people. Retrieved 2022, from 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-11409495/Britney-Spears-admits-

suffering-mental-trauma-conservatorship.html 

Burn, S. M. (2018). The Psychology of Sexual Harassment. Teaching of Psychology, 46. 

Retrieved from https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0098628318816183 

Carruth, C. (1996). Listening to trauma. Conversations with leaders in the theory ad treatment 

of chatasthropic experience, p. 21. Retrieved from 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6492fc85814f21380ece852d/t/6496b114ffb3a21

fa6f00124/1687597332855/xezafadifa.pdf 

Caruth, C. (1995). Trauma : Explorations in memory. (c. Caruth, Ed.) p. 100. Retrieved from 

https://books.google.co.id/books?id=kDk2XV5y2DAC&pg=PA100&lpg=PA100&dq



Weny Kristina Nainggolan 

50 

MORPHOSIS: JOURNAL OF LITERATURE, Volume 4 Number 1, March, 2022 

 

 
 

 

=%22The+person+has+experienced+an+event+that+is+outside+the+range+of+huma

n+experience%22+(250).+Categories+of+symptoms+follow:+re-

experiencing+symptoms,+nightmares,+and+flashbacks;+avoi 

Connolly, W. J. (2009). A Reader’s Guide to Nabokov’s Lolita. Academic Studies Press. 

Fadilah, Y. (2022, December). Personal trauma traces: shame and guilt as a past reflection in 

“Ave Maria” short story. Semarang: Suar Betang. Retrieved from 

file:///C:/Users/User/Downloads/374-2158-1-PB.pdf 

Fauzyyah, A., & Ampuni, S. (2018). Depression Tendencies, Social Skills, and Loneliness. 

Jurnal Psikologi, 45, 98 – 106. 

Hall, K.-M. (2021, september ). What PTSD Flashbacks Feel Like (and How You Can Cope 

With Them). Retrieved from https://www.goodrx.com/conditions/ptsd/ptsd-flashback 

Hansjörg, H. (2012). The Concept of Experience by John Dewey Revisited : Conceiving, feeling 

and Enliving. 32. 

Jordan, K. (2022, August). What Does It Mean to Compartmentalize? (K. Fuller, Ed.) 

Retrieved from 

https://www.choosingtherapy.com/compartmentalization/#:~:text=With%20compartm

entalization%2C%20the%20person%20separates,we%20are%20also%20aware%20of

. 

Kate V. Hardy (role) , & Kim T. Mueser. (n.d.). Trauma; Psychosis and Posttraumatic Stress 

Disorder. Frontiers Research Topics. Retrieved from 

https://lib.ugent.be/catalog/ebk01:4100000002484756 

Khoirunisa, Maemona, & Aditya , N. (2022). Analysis of Psychanalysis Theory  in Elemantary 

. Journal Sinta 2 TO 6, 47. doi:OI: https://doi.org/10.29407/jpdn.v8i1.17046 

Kolk, B. v. (n.d.). The Body Keeps the Score. Retrieved from 

https://www.praxesmodel.com/the-right-brain-and-healing-trauma 

Krockel, C. (2011). Reading Modernist Fiction as War Testimony: The Case of D.H. 

Lawrence’s “Nightmare”. The Logic of Emotion, 42, p. 153-186. 

doi:10.4000/lawrence.124 

Lipner, L. M. (2017). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Abnormal and Clinical Psychology. 

"Psychoanalysis". doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483365817.n1084 

Magishavarthini, S. (2022). Trauma and PTSD in the lens of Cathy Caruth: A Parallel Reading 

on Elizabeth Strout’s The Burgess Boys and Preeti Shenoy’s Life is What you Make it. 

Journal of Positive School Psychology, Vol. 6, No. 5, , 756–760. Retrieved from 

https://journalppw.com/index.php/jpsp/article/view/5868/3865 

Mcleod phD, S. (2023, May 12). Defense Mechanisms In Psychology Explained. Simply 

Psychology. 

Moody. (1962). literature. (F. Fayadi, Ed.) p. 809. Retrieved from 

https://repository.uinbanten.ac.id/1287/2/CHAPTER%20I.pdf 



Unraveling the Trauma of the Protagonist in 'My Dark Vanessa' Novel (2020) 

 

51 

MORPHOSIS: JOURNAL OF LITERATURE, Volume 4 Number 1, March, 2022 

 

 
 

 

Mucci, C. (2016, may ). Listening to trauma: Conversations with leaders in the theory and 

treatment of catastrophic experience edited by Cathy Caruth Johns Hopkins University 

Press. (C. Caruth, Ed.) Listening to trauma: Conversations with leaders in the theory 

and treatment . doi::10.1111/1745-8315.12482 

Quayle, A. S. (2020). the Real and the real body in Lolita. Nabokov, 315. 

Ritter, M. (2014). Silence as the voice of trauma.  The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, 

(176-194). doi:0002-9548/14 

             Retrieved from 

https://www.academia.edu/34949944/Silence_as_the_voice_of_trauma 

Riyadi. (2017). Definition of Literature. Collins English Dictionary, 235. 

Russel, K. E. (2021). My Dark Vanessa. London: CPI Group (UK) Ltd. 

SAMHSA's . (2019). Trauma and Violence. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration. Retrieved from https://www.samhsa.gov/about-us 

Sartika, E. (2020). Traumatic Experiences in Eka Kurniawan's Novel Seperti Dendam ,Rindu 

Harus Dibayar Tuntas. Retrieved from 

https://journal.ugm.ac.id/poetika/article/view/55895 

Sumardjo. (1998). The Intrinsic Elements of the Novel. pp. 9-27. Retrieved from 

http://repository.unpas.ac.id/26936/4/Chapter%20II.pdf 

Taylor, R. (1981). Understanding the Elements of Literature. p. 46. Retrieved from 

http://repository.unpas.ac.id/15567/3/CHAPTER%20I%20.pdf 

Victoria State Goverment. (2022). Agoraphobia. Victoria: Better Health Chanel. Retrieved 

from https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/health/conditionsandtreatments/agoraphobia 

Wyle, B. (2017). My age of innovence girl. Lita and Lo Nabokov Online Journal, 316. 

Zamzuri , A. (2019). Memori, Trauma, dan Upaya Rekonsiliasi Terhadap Trauma dalam Novel 

Laut Bercerita Karya Leila S. Chudori. Retrieved from 

http://etd.repository.ugm.ac.id/penelitian/detail/173591 

 


	A. Introduction
	1. Traumatic experiences portrayed in the novel
	1.1 Intrusion or re-experiencing
	1.2.Nightmares
	1.3 Mood changes or Negative cognition
	1.4 Flashbacks
	1.5 Avoidance

	2. Dealing with Trauma
	2.1. Secret identity
	2.2. Compartmentalizing
	2.3  Denial
	2.4. Safe place to tell the truth
	2.5 Right brains therapy

	D. Conclusion
	E. References

