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Trauma and Acting out in Luigi Pirandello  

and Thomas Kilroy' s plays 

 

My research aims to analyse the way in which the plays Six Characters 

in Search of an Author (1996) and Henry (2005), both adaptations of Luigi 

Pirandello's plays written by the Irish playwright Thomas Kilroy and published in 

2007, as well as his original play The Secret Fall of Constance Wilde (1997) 

deal with trauma in drama, presenting “repetition” and “acting out” as 

procedures in trauma treatment. 

In Unclaimed Experience (1996), Cathy Caruth defines trauma as "a 

wound that cries out". Based on Beyond the Pleasure Principle (FREUD, 1920), 

she states the term trauma is understood as a wound inflicted not upon the 

body but upon the mind and it is "an event that is experienced too soon, too 

unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to consciousness 

until it imposes itself again, repeatedly, in the nightmares and repetitive actions 

of the survivor." (p.4) Repetition is expressed by acting, not as a memory, but 

as an action updating traumatic events and creating new forms of interpretation 

of them. 

According to Patrick Mason (2002), Thomas Kilroy in the Secret Fall of 

Constance Wilde (1997): 

[...] achieves his goal through three 'R's: Remembrance, 
Reenactment, Revelation. The prefix 're' is crucial to the journey 
of this play, and it is crucial to the art of Theatre, which has its 
own three 'R's: Repetition, Rehearsal, Representation. These 
actions are of the essence in the process of theatre making, in 
the process of turning event into experience through Memory 
and Imagination.  
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For Constance, her secret journey is the remembrance through acting 

out, the revelation of herself through a confessional reenactment of the events 

of a life: "No! It cannot be told. It can only be - discovered. Revealed. [...] firstly it 

has to be - acted out. Then I will be able to face it." (KILROY, 1997, p.16-17) 

In Six Characters in Search of an Author (2007), each family member 

experiences some kind of traumatic incident and reacts in different ways: the 

Father feels guilty and longs for his expiation and forgiveness; the Stepdaughter 

wants to take revenge; the Mother is coping with grief from her children's death 

and, in Kilroy's version, her face is "a painted mask of extreme suffering" 

(KILROY, 2007, p.27), exteriorizing and theatricalizing her trauma. The Father 

and the Stepdaughter want to literally act out the traumatic scenes, each one 

based on his/her respective and contrasting memories and intentions, resulting 

in a conflict between the characters. 

Henry is based on a sequence of traumatic events: his fall from a horse 

during a cavalcade, the sudden recovery of his sanity twelve years later, when 

he found out that he was not the German emperor (but he continued pretending 

he was mad), the emotion he felt when he was able to see, once more, the 

people involved in his drama and, finally, the intentional murder of his enemy. A 

key character in this play is the "Doctor", who is invited by Carl - Henry's 

nephew - to carry out his trauma experiments. This character is clearly satirizing 

some Freudian theories, when he mentions the "Essential Event Trauma 

Therapy" (EETT): 

DOCTOR - Just allow me to use whatever I can. You see what I 
do is rather like a - reconstruction, a replay of some crucial 
incident. What you must understand is that, for him, reality is 
intolerable because it does not match what is in his mind. We 
have to encourage him to see that reality is tolerable, 
unthreatening. (KILROY, 2007, P.98) 

 

In fact, the most tragic element for Henry is the time itself - "[...] we dye 

our hair. Why? Just to fool that image in the mirror." (p.110). Although he is 
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sane, he prefers to remain in the "reality" created after the accident. For him, 

theatre and performance are the solution, the scape from "reality": 

 

Henry - [...] routine, the endless boredom, each day the same 
as the last, and what happens? We desire! Our secret desires 
fester inside us, to be what we are not! So! We perform! 
Performance! This woman wants to be a man, that man wants 
to be a woman, this old man wants to be young again, oh 
Christ, the pity of it all. Then out comes the paintbrush, the 
white wash, the dye, the role-playing, the images thrown upon 
the blank surface! (p.109) 

 

Luigi Pirandello and Thomas Kilroy are really close in some aspects, 

such as themes and aesthetics. According to Andrew S. Paul, in an interview 

given to Thierry Dubost in 2005 and published in The Plays of Thomas Kilroy 

(2007), the Irish playwright shares many of Pirandello's fascinations: "reality and 

illusion, sanity and madness, the past and its effect upon the present and the 

future. He also shares Pirandello's interest in the medium of film." (DUBOST, p. 

174) 

Finally, it is important to mention that I intend to include the results of this 

research in my PhD thesis (writing in progress) "Theatricality and 

Metatheatricality in Luigi Pirandello's and Thomas Kilroy's plays and critical 

texts". The metatheatrical plays mentioned here - whose characters are aware 

of their fictional nature and act out their traumatic experiences in search for 

answers, confession and/or cure - confirm one of my PhD hypothesis that both 

playwrights usually represent trauma using metatheatrical effects, such as: 

different levels of "play in the play", distancing, play of mirrors, among others. 

Echoing Mason (2002), remembrance and reenactment are the key to 

revelation: for Constance, Henry and the most famous Pirandellian family, the 

stage is the perfect place for a possible healing and expiation: "Can't be told. 

Can only be - acted out". (KILROY, 1997, p. 65) 
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