
ABSTRACT 

This study examines Sarah Kane’s dramatic oeuvre through the 

lens of trauma theory, arguing that her plays construct a theatre of 

trauma in which shock, violence, and emotional intensity serve as 

instruments of cognitive transformation for the spectator. By 

dismantling traditional theatrical forms and narrative coherence, 

Kane redefines the relationship between performer and audience, 

shifting the latter from passive observers to active participants in 

trauma. Her dramaturgy functions as a mirror of postmodern 

anxieties—fragmented identities, the collapse of moral systems, 

and the failure of human communication—while simultaneously 

seeking an ethical awakening through emotional confrontation. 

KEYWORDS 
trauma, postmodern theatre, Sarah Kane, violence, spectatorship, 
ethics, psychological realism 

Ozana Tunyagi Ph.D.* 

The Theatre of Trauma in Sarah Kane’s Plays 

ESSENCE & CRITIQUE: JOURNAL OF LITERATURE AND DRAMA STUDIES 
E-ISSN: 2791-6553 VOLUME ßV.1  DECEMBER 2025

*
Babeș‑Bolyai University and the 

Cluj County Center for Educational 

Resources & Psychopedagogical 

Assistance,  

CITATION 

Tunyagi, Ozana “The Theatre of 

Trauma in Sarah Kane’s Plays 

” Essence & Critique: Journal of 

Literature and Drama Studies, 

vol. V, no. I, Dec. 2025, pp. 42–

66, journalofcritique.com.  



Ozana Tunyagi Ph.D. 

39 

Essence & Critique: Journal of Literature and Drama Studies  December 2025  Volume V.I 

The analysis identifies five apocalyptic dimensions across Kane’s plays—of civilization, 

love, identity, language, and the Self—corresponding both to the evolution of her work and to the 

inner disintegration of the human psyche. From Blasted’s visceral portrayal of war and social 

dehumanization to 4.48 Psychosis’s introspective depiction of suicidal depression, Kane’s theatre 

embodies a progressive internalization of violence: from external conflict to inner chaos. Her use 

of aesthetic gaps, fragmented language, and destabilizing imagery transforms the stage into a site 

of psychological participation and moral reflection. 

Ultimately, Kane’s art exposes the failure of humanity to confront its own 

destructiveness. Her writing, deeply rooted in personal experience, blurs the boundaries between 

life and art, body and language, ethics and aesthetics. 4.48 Psychosis, her final work, epitomizes 

this convergence—an apocalyptic descent into the Self where destruction and revelation coexist, 

and where the spectator must face the essential question: what remains of human truth in a world 

governed by chaos? 

1. Introduction: The Theatre of Trauma

1.1 Shock and the Spectator 

The mechanism of trauma functions effectively in Sarah Kane’s plays because it relies on 

shock—on exposing, dissecting, and performing live those things that are usually unspeakable. 

This process directly implicates the audience, holding them accountable and transforming them 

into accomplices. The spectator’s physical personal space is threatened by the possibility that 

something unexpected might happen to them, while their psychological personal space is made 

vulnerable through the suggestion of complicity in the crimes and atrocities revealed on stage. 

Shock plays a pivotal role in Kane’s theatre, stripped of the garments of relativity by 

probing the most profound and primal unconscious fears of humanity. As Caruth observes, the 

source of trauma does not lie in the original violent event in the victim’s past, but in its repetitive 

presence—in the nightmares and daily reenactments through which the event is not fully known 

or assimilated, and must return to consciousness for the process to be complete (Caruth, 1995, 

p.4).

2. Mechanisms of Shock and the Spectator’s Transformation

Through her dramatic writing, Sarah Kane establishes a powerful connection between 

postmodern culture and traumatology, constructing what Armstrong (2008, p.19) calls a theatre 

of trauma, grounded in five dimensions: the apocalypse of form, tradition, and society; the 
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apocalypse of love and the couple; the apocalypse of identity and language; and the apocalypse 

of the Self. These dimensions are present, in varying degrees, across all five of her plays. 

The most significant aspect of a traumatic event—whether experienced directly or 

indirectly—is its potential to alter a person’s belief system. In other words, intense emotions can 

reshape cognition. This is one of Sarah Kane’s central artistic stakes: 

“If we can experience something through art, then we might be able to change our future, 

because experience engraves lessons on our hearts through suffering, whereas speculation leaves 

us untouched.” 

— (Kane in Saunders, 2002, p.22) 

Kane employs what Innes (1993, in Wallace, 2008) terms total emotional truth as a 

traumatizing strategy toward the witnessing spectator, pulling them out of their comfort zone and 

inducing a cognitive shift. She generates intense emotion by foregrounding individuals 

overwhelmed and crushed by existential crises, through an exhaustive representation of violence, 

and through the creation of disorienting dramaturgical devices—temporal fragmentation, 

multiple and contradictory identities, ambivalent perceptions, and dream-like logic—that 

destabilize audience perception much like trauma does in real life. 

Kane described the creative process behind Blasted as follows: 

“In the early drafts I brought the characters and situations to the surface; in the later drafts 

I buried them again—I made them more felt than heard.” 

— (Kane in Saunders, 2009, pp. 90–91) 

This strategy creates a performative space for the spectator, allowing the reader or viewer 

to engage in active negotiation of meaning, filling the gaps in the text with interpretations 

grounded not in a fixed past but in their own present reality. 

In The Implied Reader, Wolfgang Iser (1974) describes a similar strategy he calls 

aesthetic gaps—empty spaces within a literary text that the reader must fill, thereby becoming an 

active participant in the meaning-making process. In Kane’s theatre, such emptiness functions 

symbolically as a representation of traumatic loss, silence, or inner void, while also serving as the 

means through which she transforms a witnessing audience into an engaged and complicit one. 

From here, it takes only a single element of surprise to shatter the assumed rules of the theatrical 

game. 

In any traumatic event, there exists a power dynamic between perpetrator and victim. On 

stage, these roles may be played by actors embodying fictional characters, while the spectator 
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begins in the position of a neutral witness—more or less immersed, more or less identified with 

what unfolds before them. Typically, the spectator remains within a safe aesthetic distance, 

experiencing theatre as a protected observer of the fictional world. 

Things stand differently in Kane’s theatre of trauma. Beginning with Blasted, Kane 

shatters the conventions of realist drama and the representational frame of traditional theatre. 

Theatricality itself dissolves, giving way to an authentic communal event, in which spectators are 

forcibly removed from their comfort zone and placed in a position of existential risk. One might 

argue that one of the key reasons Kane changes the dramaturgical rules and abandons the 

framework of traditional British realism is precisely to create the necessary conditions for this 

transformation—to redefine the spectator’s role from passive observer to active participant in 

trauma. 

“Kane says chaos is dangerous for us, but we have to go into chaos to find ourselves.” 

— (Bond in Saunders, 2002, p.25) 

A transformation in the spectator’s belief system becomes possible only when that system 

is threatened or called into question. Kane’s theatre of trauma denies the audience the privilege 

of maintaining a safe aesthetic distance from the dramatic event. 

The dramatic strategies employed by Kane at the textual level actively block the 

spectator’s capacity to adopt an aesthetic attitude—that is, to perceive the performance as an 

autonomous artistic object and thereby to position themselves outside it. Instead, the imagery and 

rhetoric of violence, coupled with elements of surprise and unpredictability, draw the spectator 

into the fictional world, forcing them to assume the position of either victim or perpetrator within 

a power dynamic that no longer exists outside themselves, but becomes part of their lived 

experience in the here and now. 

The mechanism of trauma and its influence on the role and condition of the spectator can 

be outlined through the following stages: 

Through an element of surprise—generally violent, illogical, and devoid of meaning—the 

representational framework and dramatic conventions are shattered or suspended. 

The sense and narrative coherence constructed by the spectator, based on theatrical signs 

previously received and interpreted, are destabilized and questioned. 

The spectator begins to feel that their comfort zone and their very status as a spectator are 

under threat. 
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This generates psychological discomfort, unease, and intense emotional and physiological 

reactions. 

As a result of this discomfort, the spectator may attempt to re-establish distance by 

emotionally detaching from what is unfolding, rejecting the disruptive moment, denying its 

significance, or even mentally exiting the experience. 

Alternatively, the spectator may embrace the disruption, accepting full psychological 

absorption into the emotional experience offered, and—through immersion in the shared 

communal event—renouncing the position of neutral witness to become an active, participatory 

agent within the theatrical act. 

After the event, a process of secondary evaluation occurs: aesthetic distance may be re-

established, and the experience of the performance may be accepted or rejected. 

Ultimately, a change in the spectator’s belief system may emerge as a consequence of this 

process. 

3. The Apocalypse of Civilization: Blasted

According to British critics (Saunders, 2002, p.24), the reactions to the violence 

represented in Blasted ranged from disgust and nausea to intense negative emotions—anger, 

horror—that lingered in the memory of those who witnessed the performance, as noted by 

reviewers and commentators of the time. 

British critic and playwright Ken Urban recalls that when he left the Royal Court Theatre 

after seeing Blasted, he was unable to articulate what he had just experienced. Later that evening, 

while watching the news on television, he found himself crying uncontrollably. “Kane,” Urban 

observes, “had the capacity to use theatre in a visceral way—specifically, the experience of being 

in theatre. Yet she also knew that the stage is a space of ideas, and that awareness motivated her 

to push beyond the limits of the visceral.” (Urban, 2001, pp. 34–36) 

Kane employs violence as a technique or strategy to provoke secondary cognitive 

evaluations—reactions that emerge after the event. In other words, she constructs explosions 

with delayed effects. 

At the same time, she works at the emotional level, since emotion is the only mechanism 

capable of inscribing the memory of an event into the body, and the body is the only vessel 

capable of keeping that emotion alive after the performance ends. 
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While the cognitive system may eventually reach an adaptive conclusion—a compromise 

or negotiated understanding of the violence it has encountered—allowing the individual to 

continue functioning, the body retains the memory of the shock, serving as a trigger for those 

later cognitive re-evaluations. 

4. The Apocalypse of Love: Phaedra’s Love and Cleansed

The contemporary spectator, desensitized by prolonged exposure to mediated violence, 

has already developed an adaptive belief system toward the violent acts surrounding them. In 

order to make the spectator receptive to violence again—to make the amygdala cry out alarm, 

danger—Kane exploits the representational frame of theatre and its unique power of 

identification. In other words, she creates sudden, extreme moments of violence that destroy the 

spectator’s comfort zone and awaken genuine affective response. 

Thus, the major objective of Kane’s traumatic mechanism is not merely to shock, but to 

expose the audience to total emotional truths about the contemporary human condition: our 

pathological fascination with violence, our indifference to its consequences, and our failure of 

responsibility and guilt. 

Each play constitutes an element of a larger, exhaustive traumatic experience—a station 

on a journey toward the deepest layers of Being, where an external war (Self versus Other) 

gradually becomes an internal war (Self against Self). 

The existential stations—the apocalypse of civilization and human society, the 

apocalypse of love, the apocalypse of identity, the apocalypse of language, and the apocalypse of 

the Self—correspond, in my view, both to the chronological succession of Kane’s plays and to 

progressive inner stages that can be traced within each individual text. 

As Armstrong asserts in Postmodernism and Trauma: Four/Fore Plays of Sarah Kane, 

“Kane’s theatre possesses a dystopian nature—apocalyptic, nightmarish—and reveals the death 

of the individual (physical, moral, psychological, emotional) and, implicitly, the death of society 

itself.” (Armstrong, 2008, p.15) 

The destruction of the hotel room in Blasted represents the zero point of an apocalyptic 

vision, where the characters are physically, psychologically, and morally destroyed, serving as 

instruments through which Kane presents multiple forms of social violence: war, as a 

representation of the dehumanization of human society; and rape, abuse, mutilation, and 

cannibalism, as representations of the dehumanization of the individual. 
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A single act of domestic violence—Cate’s sexual abuse at the hands of Ian—suddenly 

transforms the dramatic space into a theatre of absurd, cruel, and illogical warfare, thrusting both 

the characters and the audience into a time and place devoid of recognizable markers or rules. 

“For me the form did exactly mirror the content. And for me the form is the meaning of 

the play, which is that people’s lives are thrown into complete chaos with absolutely no warning 

whatsoever.” 

(Kane in Rebellato, 1998) 

Blasted (or the apocalypse of civilization) seems constructed as a mental assault on the 

audience, striking the spectator through every line, scenic image, and stage direction. Yet, Kane 

herself describes the play as peaceful: 

“I don’t think it is violent. It’s quite a peaceful play. (...) Personally, I think it is a 

shocking play, but only in the sense that falling down the stairs is shocking – it’s painful and it 

makes you aware of your own fragility, but one doesn’t tend to be morally outraged about falling 

down the stairs.” 

(Kane in Sierz, 2000, p.78) 

The violent acts, often criticized by British theatre critics as gratuitous—for example, the 

Soldier who rapes Ian and then mutilates him, eating his eyes, or Ian eating a dead baby—are 

intended to highlight the dynamics of war, its absurdity and cruelty, as well as its traumatizing 

effects on the human being, regardless of whether one occupies the position of victim, witness, or 

perpetrator. These acts forcibly awaken the audience from emotional numbness. 

“War is confused and illogical, therefore it is wrong to use a form that is predictable. Acts 

of violence simply happen in life, they don’t have a dramatic build-up, and they are horrible.” 

(Kane in Saunders, 2002, p.48) 

Is there a possibility of salvation, an escape from the apocalyptic vision of a self-

destructive society? Is it possible to break free from the vicious cycle of human cruelty, both on 

an individual and societal level? 

The final stage images in Blasted suggest that salvation is, indeed, possible. Cate returns 

to the hotel room with food, performing a final act of generosity toward her aggressor. At the 

same time, the closing scene, in which Ian devours the buried baby before his death, may 

symbolize the extreme degradation of humanity, but it can also be read as an act of hope, of 

regeneration, a possibility of returning to innocence. Rain falls over all as a symbol of 

purification and new beginnings. Yet, this beginning carries the risk of ending tragically if the 
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individual fails to acknowledge the consequences of their actions, and, on a broader level, if the 

audience does not recognize, and thus resensitize themselves to, the consequences of violence 

and the possibility of change. 

Phaedra’s Love creates a space in which an apocalyptic vision of love emerges. Similar to 

Blasted, the representation of love initially appears classical, namely, the love between a man and 

a woman (Ian and Cate, Phaedra and Hippolytus). This is the only traditional element in these 

love stories, which, as the dramatic thread unfolds, transform into horror stories, where the 

couple is always positioned within a power imbalance: the male figure assumes the role of 

aggressor, abusing, torturing, or raping the female victim. While Ian rapes Cate, Hippolytus, 

exploiting his mother’s obsession with him, psychologically abuses Phaedra, turning the sexual 

tension between them into an incestuous act. 

In Cleansed, the apocalyptic vision of love is realized through the relationship between 

siblings Grace and Graham, which, unlike Phaedra’s Love, does not produce harassment, abuse, 

or suicide. Instead, it foregrounds the obliteration of individual identity: their love is so intense 

that the brother and sister lose their uniqueness and merge into a single person. 

Another facet of traditional love is dismantled in Cleansed through the relationship 

between Carl and Rod, where Kane problematizes the sincerity behind declarations of love and 

promises, critiquing the stereotypical language of love as lacking truth: 

“Carl: That I’ll always love you. 

That I’ll never betray you. 

That I’ll never lie to you. 

Rod: You just have.” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.110) 

Can anyone make a promise containing the words “always” or “never” and consider it 

truthful? Kane offers, through Rod, an alternative language of love, one that is brutal, shocking to 

romantics, yet grounded in the essence of truth: 

“Rod: I love you now. I’m with you now. 

I’ll do my best, moment to moment, not to betray you. 

Now. That’s it. No more. Don’t make me lie to you.” (Complete Plays, 2011, p.111) 

In Cleansed, we also find the traditional romantic couple, degraded to an even greater 

extent than in previous texts: the male aggressor (Tinker), like a puppeteer, determines the 

appearance and existence of the female victim as an erotic object, who is irrelevant or 

nonexistent in his absence. 
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5. The Apocalypse of Identity and Language: Crave

In Crave, the representation of love becomes a lyrical, abstract discourse—love is no 

longer the domain of complex dramatic characters but rather fragments of disembodied voices, 

speaking without engaging in dialogue, within an acoustic landscape marked by autistic-like 

notes: a prolonged monologue reflecting on what kind of love is acceptable and what is not, with 

the voices taking on, in turn, the roles of aggressor, victim, and witness. 

In the first three texts, love—though perverted and apocalyptic—still retains the potential 

to save the characters: 

“Grace/ Graham: Body perfect. Died. Burnt. Back to love. Felt it. Here. Inside. Here. 

Here now. Safe on the other side and here. Graham. Always be here.” (Complete Plays, 2001, 

p.150)

In Crave, however, love no longer transfigures, but instead seems to function as a pretext, 

alongside other conversational themes, for constructing, through the physicality of words, 

sentence length, and rhythm, a sonic background: 

“A: Most people 

B: They get on 

A: They get up 

B: They get on 

A: My hollow heart is full of darkness 

C: One touch record 

M: Filled with emptiness 

B: Satisfied with nothing 

A: Poor, poor love, I feel nothing, nothing. I feel nothing.” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.174) 

In 4.48 Psychosis, love appears only as a shadow of what once was, representing a past 

love that did not materialize and cannot be realized in the present or future: 

“Sometimes I turn around and catch the smell of you and I cannot go on I cannot fucking 

go on without expressing this terrible so fucking awful physical aching fucking longing I have 

for you. And I cannot believe that I can feel this for you and you feel nothing. 

Do you feel nothing?” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.224) 
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Love is dead, and the awareness of this fact triggers resignation, overwhelming 

loneliness, and a flirtation with death: 

“Built to be lonely. To love the absent.” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.219) 

The only form of love that can exist once the love of another is refused is self-love. 

Kane’s characters, however, are from the outset unable to love themselves. This impossibility 

inevitably propels the voice in 4.48 Psychosis toward the annihilation of the Self: 

“It is myself I have never met, whose face is pasted on the other side of my mind.(...) 

Look away from me!” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.245–248) 

6. The Apocalypse of the Self: 4.48 Psychosis

The climax of human violence imagery is reached in Cleansed. Grace’s journey in search 

of her brother Graham, murdered by Tinker—the doctor/warden of the hospital where he had 

been institutionalized—culminates in her merging with Graham, becoming physically identical to 

him. 

This transition process is gradual: she initially wears his clothes, dances or speaks with 

his spirit, makes love with him, and ultimately becomes him after receiving a male sexual organ 

transplant. 

Whereas in the first two texts, dramatic forms remain recognizable (dramatic scenes, plot, 

character-driven action, identifiable personalities), in Cleansed, Kane takes a first step toward the 

dissolution of the individual and the construction of a fluid, interchangeable identity, irrespective 

of sex or psychology. 

If the individual no longer has a fixed identity, then their psychology and language can be 

constructed, reconstructed, and deconstructed—a dramatic strategy fully realized in Crave, a 

poetic puzzle, the creation of a multivalent mind in which the external conflict has been 

internalized, and the battlefield becomes one of words, memories, and images. 

The four voices of the text speak of desire, love, incest, abuse, failure, pain, loss, 

rejection, rape, and aggression, transforming the physical violence of Blasted, Phaedra’s Love, 

and Cleansed into a textual violence derived from the characters’ desires, memories, and words. 

Despite the apparent dialogue between them, the voices do not truly interact, listen, or 

communicate. 
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Crave appears as a dramatic space of four monologues of identity-less voices, either of 

four separate individuals or of a single consciousness trying to encompass, compress, and 

express, in a timeless whirlwind, all the pain of the world. In a world where identity and the 

power to communicate have vanished, the characters increasingly resign themselves and accept 

that the only way to liberate themselves, to escape the burden of traumatic memories, is to die. 

4.48 Psychosis captures the apocalyptic vision of the Self, which, deprived of identity and 

love, collapses, depicting live, through an equally fragmented language, the progressive process 

of inner destructuring and disintegration. 

While in Blasted, Phaedra’s Love, and Cleansed the audience is exposed to images of 

physical violence, and in Crave to textual violence arising from the fragmented memories of 

voices, in 4.48 Psychosis the audience encounters a violence of physical language, through 

repetitions of phrases and verbal expressions addressed to a public incapable of assigning them 

any coherent meaning or understanding them. 

“100 93 86 79 72 65 58 51 44 37 30 23 16 9 2” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.232) 

6. The Apocalypse of the Self: 4.48 Psychosis (continuare)

4.48 Psychosis is a monologue devoid of temporal continuity, spatial markers, or clear 

enunciative instances; it is primarily structured according to the internal variation of emotional 

and cognitive states characteristic of depression. The enunciative instance delves consciously and 

deeply into the darkest recesses of its depressive state, shining a spotlight on every thought and 

emotion in an attempt to describe with precision the experience of inner suffering and despair. 

4.48 Psychosis presents the portrait of a depressive personality as it is described in the 

specialized literature. It is not the author’s diagnosis or biography that gives the text its value, but 

the real experience of the states described. The literature describes depression as a major 

imbalance between what an individual gives and what they receive from their environment (in 

relation to their social, professional, personal, and relational life). The text of 4.48 Psychosis is 

the perfect expression of this imbalance, resulting from a radical, absolutist approach to life and 

to others. 

The enunciative instance, like the author herself, inhabits a world of absolutes: total love, 

total truth, total honesty. 
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“But the pursuance of honesty was something that 

kept coming back to me when I was writing Phaedra’s Love. 

And someone said to me, because I was going on and on 

about how important is to tell the truth, 

and how depressing life is because nobody really does (…) 

and he said: that’s because you’ve got your values wrong. 

You take honesty as an absolute and it isn’t. (…) 

And I thought, if I can accept that if not being completely honest 

doesn’t matter, then I’d feel much better. 

But, somehow I couldn’t, and so Hippolytus can’t. 

And that what’s kills him in the end.” (Kane in Saunders, 2009, p.70) 

In a recorded BBC interview, available on the website theatrevocei.com and conducted in 

2008, director James McDonald remarked on the tension present in the auditorium during the 

first viewing of the production of 4.48 Psychosis, with the audience fully aware that the 

playwright had just committed suicide. McDonald explains this tension as either a form of 

admiration from the audience for someone who dared to become a living embodiment of their 

own work, or as a form of respect for an artist who, through a handful of theatrical texts, 

succeeded in challenging many of the myths and values of contemporary society, as well as the 

personal beliefs of each spectator. The destructive tension at the core of 4.48 Psychosis reveals a 

profound psychological struggle between the need for coherence and the impossibility of 

achieving it. The fragmented language of the play mirrors the disintegration of the ego under the 

pressure of depressive thought patterns, which oscillate between self-blame, nihilism, and 

desperate appeals for meaning. As trauma theorists have emphasized, the depressive state often 

constitutes not a lack of emotion but an overflow of unprocessed affect—a condition in which the 

subject becomes trapped within the repetitive circuit of unassimilated pain (Caruth, 1995, p. 62). 

In this sense, Kane’s protagonist does not merely “express” despair but enacts the 

phenomenology of depression: a consciousness caught between lucidity and paralysis, between 

the yearning for connection and the terror of exposure. 

Freud’s distinction between melancholia and mourning becomes particularly relevant 

here. In mourning, the subject eventually detaches from the lost object, re-establishing 

investment in the external world; in melancholia, however, the object is internalized, and 

aggression toward it turns into aggression toward the Self (Freud, 1987, p. 244). The voice of 

4.48 Psychosis embodies precisely this transformation—grief turned inward, where the Other 

becomes inseparable from the Self, and self-punishment replaces mourning. The recurrent 



The Theatre of Trauma in Sarah Kane’s Plays 

Essence & Critique: Journal of Literature and Drama Studies   December 2025  Volume V.I 

50 

numerical sequences and obsessive repetitions function as cognitive rituals—failed attempts to 

impose order upon chaos, to regain a sense of mastery over uncontrollable affect. 

Kane’s dramaturgy thus captures a paradox central to depressive cognition: the mind’s 

simultaneous desire for annihilation and transcendence. This is what Shneidman terms 

“psychache,” the unbearable psychological pain that seeks relief through death (Shneidman, 

1993, p. 45). Yet in Kane’s text, suicide is not represented as escape but as a radical form of self-

confrontation. The suicidal impulse becomes an epistemological drive—the search for absolute 

truth through the dissolution of the boundaries that separate the subject from its pain. The act of 

self-destruction is both the ultimate failure of adaptation and the final assertion of autonomy, a 

desperate attempt to reclaim authorship over one’s own suffering. 

At 4:48—the symbolic hour when sanity returns—the mind experiences a fleeting state of 

clarity that borders on revelation. It is a moment of cognitive lucidity, when the mechanisms of 

depression are recognized in full consciousness. Yet this awareness does not heal; rather, it 

exposes the irreconcilable split between the intellect that perceives and the affect that 

overwhelms. The result is a theatrical structure of paradox: light that illuminates only the depth 

of darkness, understanding that coexists with the impossibility of redemption. 

6.1. The Question of the Essential 

Another compelling theme worth addressing is the distinction between what is and is not 

essential—both in the values of a society and in the personal values of each individual. 

“At 4.48 

when sanity visits 

for one hour and twelve minutes I am in my right mind. 

When it has passed I shall be gone again, 

a fragmented puppet, a grotesque fool. 

Now I am here I can see myself 

but when I am charmed by the vile delusions of happiness, 

the foul magic of this engine of sorcery, 

I cannot touch my essential self.” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.229) 

The question of what is essential or true in one’s life—or, implicitly, in one’s way of 

thinking—is a central concern of clinical psychology. How can we be certain that the thoughts 
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we experience in a so-called normal state of mind express the truth, the essence, the authenticity 

of our being, and not merely a collective truth shaped by a society that has decided what is 

normal and what is not, what is important and what is trivial—often in ways that serve the 

interests of certain groups rather than those of the individual? 

Why couldn’t we come to know our needs, desires, and thoughts more authentically in a 

moment when we are no longer constrained by the rules and prejudices of society—perhaps, for 

instance, in a moment of madness? It is well known that every king, in the past, had a Fool at 

court—the only one with access to the truth and the only one allowed to speak it. 

Mental illness can, among other things, signify a withdrawal from the game of social 

rules and norms—a stepping outside of the constructed, the fictional—toward a “zero moment,” 

where things appear clearer and truths more genuine. In a certain sense, mental illness may 

represent an individual’s inability or refusal to adapt to society. 

But can a mentally ill person truly distinguish between the essential truths of a world 

stripped of censorship and the fictitious products of their own affected psyche? This is a dilemma 

with no clear resolution. The purpose of psychological treatment is not necessarily to reveal “the 

truth,” but rather to help the individual develop functional ways of thinking and living—

strategies that allow adaptation to the world one inhabits. 

Likewise, the internal mechanism of society operates by constructing truths, patterns of 

thought, and modes of behavior that ensure its own perpetuation. For certain individuals, 

however, societal truth comes into conflict with personal truth, and functioning within the system 

is no longer sufficient. The explanations and justifications offered by society become inadequate. 

A few recurrent questions that emerge throughout Kane’s work may be paraphrased as 

follows: 

How can one live in a world capable of such atrocities? 

How can one carry on with daily life after learning about the Holocaust? 

How can one accept violence occurring elsewhere without taking a stand, without acting? 

How can one accept being a complicit witness—through inaction—to such violence, without 

going mad? 

How can it seem normal to live in such a world, yet insane to wish for death? 

These are questions that provoke both introspection and action. 

And, of course, the final, haunting question: 

“Why do you believe me then and not now?” (Complete Plays, 2001, p.229) 
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“Why do you believe me then and not now?” is a question that can be considered from 

two perspectives: the dynamics of patient and therapist (who speaks the truth—myself or the 

mental illness?), and the dynamics of author–work–audience (why is a work produced during a 

period of mental health considered fiction, while a text produced during a period of 

psychological crisis is not?). The answer ultimately remains at the discretion of each individual. 

Official critics of Kane’s work (Aleks Sierz, Graham Saunders) situate her theatre within 

a domain that maintains a clear aesthetic distance between author and work, in contrast to 

performance-based practices, for example, where personal experience and artistic practice 

intersect. By exposing herself publicly through an act of self-destruction, Kane succeeds in 

blurring these boundaries, directing the analysis of her work toward a retrospective reading 

informed by biography. 

Undoubtedly, Kane’s public death—as David Creig notes in the introduction to Sarah 

Kane. Complete Plays (2001)—altered the way her text is read and her play 4.48 Psychosis is 

experienced, fundamentally changing how critics and audiences perceive her theatrical oeuvre. 

However, Aleks Sierz argues that a biographical interpretation of 4.48 Psychosis is 

restrictive, as the artistic legacy of the author risks being irrevocably confined by the limits 

imposed by her suicidal act (Tycer, 2008, pp. 23–26). In such a context, the artist may appear 

more “authentic,” yet the complex symbolism of the play could be diminished. This line of 

reasoning is, in my view, also limiting, as it overlooks one of Kane’s major artistic intentions: to 

create intense emotional experiences based on authentic personal experiences. 

“I’ve only written to escape from hell 

– and it’s never worked –

but at the other end of it when you sit there 

and watch something and think 

that’s the most perfect expression of the hell I felt 

then maybe it was worth it.” (Kane in Saunders, 2002, p.1) 

7. Between Truth and Fiction: Ethics, Biography, and Interpretation

As Edward Bond (1999, p.23) notes, the final act is a theatrical act. As Kane plunges into 

her own Self, she discovers both how the world appears and how it thinks; by describing 

intimate, personal, and intense experiences, she simultaneously depicts the nature of the world: 
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the moral, social, and human failure of man in the face of his own selfish, self-destructive 

instincts. 

Suicidal depression, along with the aggression toward others, manifests the destructive 

instinct of death, since it is impossible for an executioner to inflict suffering—physical or 

psychological—on a victim without also being victimized. The complete union of these two 

forms of aggression occurs in 4.48 Psychosis, where the enunciative instance becomes the 

executioner–victim, subjected to total annihilation. 

Kane wrote 4.48 Psychosis with Edwin Shneidman’s The Suicide Mind on her bedside 

table, while feverishly probing her personal experiences to authentically express what it means to 

live in the Absolute within the powerless world of Man. Claude Régy names this introspective 

endeavor in L’état d’incertitude (2002) as “Kanean lucidity”: writing about herself and about 

Others, being herself and Others, losing the sense of where she ends and the Others begin. 

“She has gone deeper into her own psyche 

and I think she knew she was delving deeper, 

and she did have a very strong reaction to the play. (…) 

I think there was a kind of love–hate relationship with this play and she knew that she was 

exhausting a certain reserve in herself while she wrote it.” (Kenyon in Saunders, 2002, p.110) 

Freud, in his essay Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1987), demonstrates that a person’s 

destiny is biologically driven by two fundamental instincts: the life instinct and the death instinct, 

and by a continuous negotiation between these impulses. The self-destructive drive—the desire 

to return to the original state of nothingness, the destructive tendency of the personality—is most 

fully expressed in the act of suicide, a form of aggression directed toward the body, toward the 

suffering Self. 

Suicidal depression is the affective condition that most accurately portrays the tumult, 

struggle, and negotiation between the death instinct and the life instinct. Suicide is 

simultaneously a crime against the Self and a crime committed by the Self as the perpetrator; it is 

a death in which aggressor and victim are one and the same, in which the Self surrenders to itself 

to be destroyed. 

4.48 Psychosis bears witness to a person who exists simultaneously in the roles of 

aggressor, victim, and witness. In this text, the power relationship is both perverted and 

intensified, foregrounding a Self that can simultaneously be torturer, victim, and lucid observer 
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who organizes the mise-en-scène in which the other two aspects of the depressive Self enact their 

roles to the end. 

The concept of the Absolute in a World of Man is unadaptable, irrational, and can only 

produce suffering for the one who demands it and for the one upon whom it is imposed as a 

mode of behavior. Total Truth in a World of Man can kill. 

The enunciative instance demands absolute love and absolute honesty from the Other, 

who is either Real (and therefore cannot provide what is demanded, because human existence, 

adapted to contemporary society, cannot live or function normally while adhering to absolute 

concepts) or NOT Real (in which case the mental projection of the Other, their phantasm, aligns 

with the ideals of the enunciative instance but cannot concretely provide the tangible elements of 

a real relationship). In both cases, the games are lost, and the natural response can only be death. 

he tension between truth and fiction in 4.48 Psychosis also invites reflection on the ethics of 

representation within trauma art. When personal suffering becomes material for aesthetic 

creation, a double movement takes place: the private is made public, and pain—traditionally 

unspeakable—enters the symbolic order. This act of exposure carries both emancipatory and 

exploitative potential. For the artist, transforming trauma into art may offer a sense of control, a 

symbolic mastery over the unrepresentable. For the audience, however, it risks voyeurism, as the 

spectator consumes the pain of another under the guise of empathy. Kane’s work destabilizes this 

dynamic by collapsing the distance between the suffering subject and the witnessing audience; 

her theatre demands participation rather than consumption. 

The ethical question that emerges—who owns pain once it is shared?—lies at the center 

of Kane’s dramaturgy. In 4.48 Psychosis, the playwright does not offer the audience an external 

victim to pity; instead, she places them in the position of the witness confronted with their own 

capacity for identification. As Levinas (1969) suggests, the ethical relation begins with the 

recognition of the Other’s vulnerability; yet, Kane radicalizes this encounter by erasing the 

boundary between Self and Other altogether. The audience does not merely “see” suffering—it 

feels implicated in it. The ethical experience thus ceases to be theoretical and becomes affective: 

an embodied acknowledgment of responsibility. 

Kane’s blurring of autobiography and fiction complicates this ethical framework further. 

The proximity of her suicide to the staging of 4.48 Psychosis generates an interpretive tension 

that no critical discourse can fully resolve. When the author’s death becomes part of the work’s 

horizon, the act of reading itself risks contamination by pathos. The critic is no longer 

interpreting a text but negotiating a legacy. Yet, to read 4.48 Psychosis solely as a suicide note is 
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to betray the very artistic intelligence that sought to transcend personal pain through form. The 

work’s complexity resides in its oscillation between confession and construction, sincerity and 

artifice. 

Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject provides an illuminating framework for 

understanding this oscillation. The abject marks the point where meaning collapses, where the 

subject confronts the limits of what can be symbolized—the body, death, madness. In 4.48 

Psychosis, Kane transforms the abject into language, not by sanitizing it, but by preserving its 

destabilizing force. The audience is confronted not with a coherent narrative of illness but with 

its syntax—broken, repetitive, circular. In doing so, Kane performs an ethical gesture: she refuses 

to aestheticize suffering while simultaneously refusing to let it remain invisible. 

This tension between exposure and concealment defines the moral landscape of Kane’s 

theatre. Her plays neither preach nor moralize; instead, they enact an ethics of confrontation. To 

witness 4.48 Psychosis is to encounter the paradox of empathy: one is drawn toward pain while 

recognizing one’s impotence to alleviate it. The audience’s task is not to redeem the suffering 

subject but to bear witness without appropriation—to hold the gaze without claiming ownership 

of what it sees. 

From a psychological standpoint, this act of witnessing mirrors the therapeutic encounter. 

Just as the analyst must tolerate the patient’s anguish without dissolving it into explanation, the 

spectator must endure the play’s fragmentation without demanding closure. In both contexts, 

empathy functions not as fusion but as sustained attention. Kane thus reconfigures theatre as a 

form of collective therapy—a ritual of shared endurance through which private trauma becomes 

communal recognition. 

In this light, the ethics of 4.48 Psychosis extend beyond the boundaries of biography or 

art criticism. Kane’s ultimate achievement lies in transforming the stage into a moral laboratory, 

where the boundaries between truth and fiction, artist and spectator, self and other, are blurred 

not to confuse but to awaken. The act of witnessing becomes, paradoxically, an act of creation: to 

perceive pain truthfully is to restore meaning where meaning seemed impossible. 

8. Conclusion: The Voyage into Chaos

Sarah Kane’s work represents a poetic of destruction and revelation, a theatre of trauma 

and of the sacred, in which violence becomes both language and means of purification. Her plays 
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do not offer the spectator catharsis in the Aristotelian sense, but rather a destabilizing 

experience—an exposure to the raw material of pain, loss, and despair. 

Through her dramaturgy, Kane dismantles the spectator’s comfort zone, replacing passive 

contemplation with active participation in the traumatic event. She calls upon the audience not to 

empathize superficially with the victims on stage, but to recognize within themselves the 

aggressor, the witness, and the survivor. 

Her theatrical vision abolishes the traditional boundaries between fiction and reality, actor 

and spectator, art and life. The audience is no longer shielded by aesthetic distance; they are 

forced to confront the unbearable truth of human destructiveness and the limits of empathy. 

Violence, in Kane’s theatre, is never gratuitous. It is both symptom and revelation: the 

symptom of a fragmented, dehumanized society, and the revelation of a desperate yearning for 

connection and meaning. The stage becomes a psychic laboratory in which the spectator, 

subjected to extreme affective tension, experiences the same mechanisms of shock, denial, and 

repetition that define trauma itself. 

Her dramaturgy functions like a rite of passage: through horror, the spectator is 

reconnected to compassion; through fragmentation, to meaning; through death, to a renewed 

sense of life. 

From Blasted’s devastated hotel room—metaphor of a destroyed world—to 4.48 

Psychosis’s inner void, Kane charts the apocalyptic map of the modern soul. Each play pushes 

violence further inward, transforming external explosions into implosions of consciousness. The 

apocalypse becomes intimate. 

In 4.48 Psychosis, the theatre reaches the limits of representation. The language collapses, 

and with it collapses the illusion of the stage. What remains is a raw presence—the voice of the 

Self stripped of all masks, facing its own annihilation. 

Kane’s final message—“Please open the curtains”—can be read as both an invocation 

and a farewell. It may signify the desire for light, understanding, or transcendence, but also the 

exposure of the void. It is a request for revelation, not redemption. 

Her artistic legacy lies in transforming pain into knowledge, suffering into 

communication, and destruction into an act of creation. 
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Through her writing, Kane achieves what few artists have accomplished: she transforms 

personal trauma into collective catharsis, making theatre not a mirror of reality but a mirror of the 

soul. 

In confronting the chaos within, she invites us to acknowledge the chaos around us—and 

to find, in that confrontation, the fragile possibility of humanity. Kane’s theatre ultimately leads 

the spectator to the threshold between self-knowledge and dissolution. Her work, grounded in the 

poetics of trauma, refuses resolution, closure, or the comfort of meaning. Instead, it insists on the 

necessity of confronting the chaos that underlies both the individual psyche and the collective 

condition of humanity. The “voyage into chaos” that defines her dramaturgy is not a descent into 

nihilism but a deliberate immersion in the abyss—a search for authenticity within fragmentation. 

Through this immersion, the spectator encounters the paradoxical possibility of rebirth: 

understanding that to face destruction is, paradoxically, to rediscover the potential for 

transformation. 

In this sense, Kane’s theatre aligns with the existential project of writers such as Antonin 

Artaud and Samuel Beckett, yet it transcends both. While Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty sought to 

awaken the spectator through violent sensory shocks, Kane’s theatre of trauma transforms that 

cruelty into interior revelation. Her cruelty is psychological rather than physical—it dismantles 

the illusions that protect us from our own fragility. Like Beckett, she recognizes the futility of 

language, but whereas Beckett’s void is absurd, Kane’s is affective: a space charged with grief, 

guilt, and the remnants of love. Her fragments are not merely linguistic but psychic, the splinters 

of a self that continues to seek coherence despite its disintegration. 

From a psychological perspective, Kane’s theatre can be seen as an enactment of trauma 

recovery. The repetition of violence, despair, and fragmentation mirrors the processes of reliving 

and reworking inherent to trauma therapy. Yet, unlike traditional narratives of healing, Kane’s 

plays refuse to close the wound. The pain remains visible, exposed to the gaze of the audience, 

who are invited to share in its endurance rather than its cure. This refusal of catharsis is not a 

failure of art but its ethical strength: it resists the cultural impulse to neutralize suffering through 

interpretation. Kane’s drama thus becomes a moral act—a decision to keep the wound open as a 

reminder of the human condition’s fragility. 

Her voyage into chaos also functions as a critique of contemporary Western culture, 

where trauma has become both a spectacle and a commodity. By transforming personal despair 

into collective confrontation, Kane reclaims trauma from the domain of passivity and transforms 

it into agency. Her characters, though destroyed, remain active agents in their own suffering. 
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Their pain does not reduce them to silence; it becomes their mode of speech. Through them, 

Kane asserts that even in the depths of despair, language—however broken—can still testify to 

existence. 

Moreover, Kane’s dramaturgy offers an implicit spiritual dimension. The cycle of 

destruction and renewal that unfolds across her plays evokes an inverted form of redemption. 

Salvation in Kane’s universe does not arise from divine intervention or moral resolution, but 

from the act of facing horror with absolute lucidity. To witness pain is to participate in the 

sacred. The stage becomes a site of revelation—a secular altar upon which the modern subject 

confronts the limits of empathy, morality, and identity. 

In the final line of 4.48 Psychosis, the plea “Please open the curtains” resonates as a 

gesture both theatrical and metaphysical. It invites not applause but awakening—a call for light, 

for consciousness, for the possibility of meaning after the collapse of meaning. This moment 

encapsulates the essence of Kane’s vision: the confrontation with death as an act of radical truth-

telling. In opening the curtains, she exposes the audience to themselves, demanding that they 

acknowledge not only the cruelty of the world but their complicity within it. 

Ultimately, Sarah Kane’s legacy lies not in the documentation of despair but in the ethics 

of her courage. Her theatre challenges us to reconsider what it means to be human in a world 

stripped of certainty. By transforming trauma into form and suffering into knowledge, she creates 

a theatre that is simultaneously brutal and redemptive, intimate and universal. Her voyage into 

chaos becomes, for the spectator, a journey toward compassion—a recognition that to witness 

another’s pain is, at its deepest level, to rediscover one’s own humanity. 

Works Cited 

Armstrong, Elizabeth. Postmodernism and Trauma: Four/Fore Plays of Sarah Kane. 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2008. 

Bond, Edward. “Kane Says Chaos Is Dangerous for Us, but We Have to Go into Chaos to 

Find Ourselves.” In Graham Saunders (Ed.), Love Me or Kill Me: Sarah Kane and the Theatre of 

Extremes, Manchester UP, 2002, pp. 23–26. 

Caruth, Cathy. Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History. Johns Hopkins 

UP, 1995. 



Ozana Tunyagi Ph.D. 

59 

Essence & Critique: Journal of Literature and Drama Studies  December 2025  Volume V.I 

Freud, Sigmund. Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Translated by James Strachey, W. W. 

Norton & Company, 1987. 

Greig, David, editor. Sarah Kane: Complete Plays. Methuen Drama, 2001. 

Innes, Christopher. “Modern British Drama: The Twentieth Century.” In Wallace, Clare 

(ed.), Sarah Kane: New Perspectives, Rodopi, 2008. 

Iser, Wolfgang. The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from 

Bunyan to Beckett. Johns Hopkins UP, 1974. 

Kane, Sarah. Complete Plays. Methuen Drama, 2001. 

Rebellato, Dan. “Introduction.” Blasted, by Sarah Kane, Methuen Drama, 1998. 

Régy, Claude. L’état d’incertitude. Actes Sud, 2002. 

Saunders, Graham. Love Me or Kill Me: Sarah Kane and the Theatre of Extremes. 

Manchester UP, 2002. 

---. About Kane: The Playwright and the Work. Faber & Faber, 2009. 

Shneidman, Edwin S. The Suicidal Mind. Oxford UP, 1993. 

Sierz, Aleks. In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today. Faber & Faber, 2000. 

Tycer, Alicia. Performing Early Modern Trauma in Sarah Kane’s 4.48 Psychosis. 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. 

Urban, Ken. “An Ethics of Catastrophe: The Theatre of Sarah Kane.” PAJ: A Journal of 

Performance and Art, vol. 23, no. 3, 2001, pp. 36–45. 

Laing, R. D. The Divided Self: An Existential Study in Sanity and Madness. Penguin, 

1960. 

Szasz, Thomas. The Myth of Mental Illness. Harper & Row, 1974. 




