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Abstract

This study comparatively analyzes the representation of trauma and memory in selected
plays by Wajdi Mouawad, including "Coastline," "Fires," "Forests," and"Skies." The
aim is to investigate how Mouawad artistically portrays trauma and memory, and to
examine its implications for the reconstruction of individual and collective identity.
The theoretical framework is based on the theories of Cathy Caruth, Paul Ricoeur,
Marianne Hirsch, and Jan Patocka, employing a qualitative and comparative research
method. The findings reveal that Mouawad, through nonlinear narratives, place
symbolism, and silence, highlights the complexities of individual and collective
memory. Each play uniquely addresses these themes: "Fires" explores the
intergenerational narrative of violence and war, "Coastline" focuses on the search for
identity and confronting the past, "Forests" unearths family secrets and postmemory,
and "Skies" addresses the identity crisis in the modern world. This research
demonstrates that Mouawad's works, transcending linguistic and cultural boundaries,
illustrate the power of art in reconstructing identity and psychological wounds.
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1. Introduction

Wajdi Mouawad’s dramatic oeuvre—especially his acclaimed "Cycle Works"
comprising Coastline, Fires, Forests, and Skies—offers a compelling terrain for
examining the intersection of trauma, memory, and identity in postwar and diasporic
contexts. Born in Lebanon and raised in Canada, Mouawad occupies a unique cultural
position that allows him to narrate stories of displacement, violence, and
intergenerational memory with profound sensitivity. His plays transcend linguistic,
cultural, and temporal boundaries, engaging with psychological and philosophical
questions surrounding how individuals and communities cope with the haunting
legacies of war, exile, and family secrets.

This study explores how Mouawad artistically reconstructs trauma and memory,
particularly postmemory—the transmission of traumatic experience from one
generation to the next. The research investigates how nonlinear storytelling, symbolic
spaces, and the strategic use of silence function as narrative tools to articulate the
unrepresentable dimensions of trauma. Drawing from a multidisciplinary theoretical
framework that includes Cathy Caruth’s notion of trauma’s unrepresentability, Paul
Ricoeur’s theory of memory and narrative identity, Marianne Hirsch’s postmemory
theory, and Jan Patocka’s phenomenology of traumatic existence, this paper situates
Mouawad’s plays within contemporary trauma studies and performance theory.

The central question guiding this inquiry is how Mouawad’s theatrical language—
composed of fragmented timelines, symbolic geographies, and absent voices—
facilitates the exploration of generational trauma and the reconstruction of fractured
identities. By emphasizing the significance of place, silence, and intergenerational
dialogue, the study positions Mouawad's theater as a form of resistance and
remembrance. His dramaturgy functions not only as a mirror of collective suffering
but also as a space for healing, reflection, and ethical reckoning in a post-traumatic
world.

2. Methods

This research employs a qualitative and comparative methodology grounded in
critical discourse analysis and hermeneutic interpretation. The main corpus consists
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of four major plays by Wajdi Mouawad—Coastline, Fires, Forests, and Skies—
examined through close reading of both their original French texts and English
translations.

A matrix of macro-concepts (trauma, postmemory, narrative identity, symbolic
space, and silence) was developed to systematically compare how these themes
manifest across different plays. This matrix facilitated structured textual analysis,
allowing the identification of intertextual connections, symbolic motifs, and narrative
structures that reflect trauma’s impact on identity formation and collective memory.

The analytical process also involved integrating theoretical insights from trauma
phenomenology, postmemory studies, and narrative philosophy, notably the theories
of Patocka, Hirsch, Ricoeur, and Caruth. Secondary academic sources, including
recent articles on traumatopic spaces and traumatic semiotics, were also consulted to
enhance the interpretive depth.

In the final phase, trauma semiotics (as proposed by Kim and Zhang, 2024) was
used to examine the visual, symbolic, and textual layers of Mouawad’s dramaturgy.
This multimodal approach allowed for a nuanced understanding of how trauma is
embodied and represented across spatial, temporal, and intergenerational axes within
Mouawad’s theatrical framework.

3. Findings/Results

The findings reveal that Mouawad’s theatrical works intricately weave together
fragmented narratives, symbolic geographies, and silenced voices to explore the
complexities of intergenerational trauma. Each play in the Cycle Works uniquely
engages with trauma and memory:

e Fires (Scorched) presents an intergenerational journey of two siblings
uncovering their mother’s hidden past in a war-torn Middle Eastern country. The play
foregrounds silence as a generational wound and fire as a dual symbol of destruction
and catharsis. Nawal’s silence functions both as resistance and as a posthumous
testimony that compels her children to confront their inherited trauma.

e Coastline (Tideline) explores a son’s journey to repatriate his father’s body to
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his homeland. The narrative structure is nonlinear, representing the protagonist’s
fragmented identity and dislocated memory. The coastline symbolizes a liminal zone
between life and death, past and present, serving as a metaphor for mourning and
identity reconstruction.

e Forests (Foréts) delves into hidden family secrets and the protagonist’s quest
for her roots. The forest becomes a “traumatopic” space, embodying layers of
forgotten histories and suppressed traumas. The structure reflects the chaotic nature
of traumatic memory through overlapping timelines and symbolic objects such as
letters and family heirlooms.

o Skies (Heavens) presents a fragmented, multi-voiced narrative that addresses
existential crises, ethical dilemmas, and the erosion of identity in a technologically
driven modern world. The sky represents both the vastness of possibility and the void
of moral certainty, echoing Jan Patocka’s notion of existential breakthrough.

Across all plays, silence emerges not as mere absence but as an active narrative
agent—what Caruth and Flikshstein refer to as the “third language” of trauma.
Silence serves as a form of resistance (Coastline), a witness to the unspeakable
(Fires), a mnemonic archive (Forests), and a path to transcendence (Skies).

Symbolic geographies—coastlines, fire, forests, and skies—become vessels for
exploring psycho-geopolitical memory and reconstructing fragmented identities.
These spaces are neither static nor neutral but charged with affective and mnemonic
energy. Mouawad transforms them into traumatopic landscapes that mediate between
history, memory, and identity.

His dramaturgy thus reveals the power of theatrical space and nonlinear narrative
in articulating trauma’s dissonant temporality, challenging the audience to navigate
the fractured topography of memory and find meaning amid the ruins.

4. Discussion & Conclusion

Mouawad’s plays challenge the conventions of traditional narrative structure by
foregrounding trauma’s resistance to linear representation. His dramaturgy embraces
fragmentation, silence, and symbolism to construct what this study refers to as a
“traumatic narrative matrix”—a multidimensional framework where memory,
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identity, and space intersect.

This matrix is deeply influenced by Hirsch’s postmemory theory, emphasizing the
affective transmission of trauma through narrative, photographs, and artifacts.
Mouawad’s characters often carry the burden of traumas they never directly
experienced but inherit through silence, cultural memory, and familial storytelling.
Their fragmented journeys reveal how memory is constituted not only through recall
but also through imaginative reconstruction and embodied presence.

The study also introduces the concept of "traumatopic space," building on theories
by Benjamin, Patterson, and Mehta. Mouawad’s symbolic settings—burned houses,
nameless graves, silent forests, and borderless skies—serve as affective landscapes
where memory is inscribed and trauma is processed. These spaces disrupt
chronological time and linear logic, allowing for a multilayered experience of
memory.

Furthermore, Mouawad’s use of silence aligns with Caruth’s idea of trauma’s
unrepresentability and Landsberg’s “presence of absence.” Silence in his plays is not
passive but generative, shaping meaning through what remains unsaid. It creates
affective resonance, prompting both characters and audiences to confront the voids
and ruptures of traumatic experience.

His plays also embody a "fourfold figure of the post-traumatic human":

1. The Migrant in Coastline, torn between cultures and seeking familial roots.

2. The Survivor in Fires, bearing the burden of memory while resisting
victimhood.

3. The Archivist in Forests, navigating suppressed narratives to rebuild identity.

4. The Seeker in Skies, confronting modernity’s ethical and existential void.

These figures reflect the complexity of post-traumatic subjectivity, offering a
spectrum of responses to inherited and lived traumas. Through this typology,
Mouawad’s theater not only reflects human suffering but also provides a
philosophical and narrative framework for its transformation.

In conclusion, Mouawad’s dramaturgy offers a multidimensional space for
mourning, remembering, and identity reconstruction. His plays illuminate how
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trauma, though often unutterable, can be rendered through metaphor, silence, and
symbolic space. The theater, in his hands, becomes a medium for ethical reflection
and cultural healing—a site where memory is not simply preserved but actively
reimagined.
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