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It is from the very beginning a question of the beginning. In all things the question of the
origin emerges. What does it mean for something to begin? What happens when nothing
becomes something? When an absence becomes a presence? This line between nothing and
something necessitates a conception of movement: movement as a precondition for being. When
something begins, when something comes into being, something moves. This question of
movement is fundamentally a conception of performance. If we are to think of the traumatic
body as a performance of repetitions, ruptures, and stories; if we are to think that the unsayable
is silently enunciated then it becomes implicitly necessary to rework our conceptual
framework of trauma, for to think of trauma as a performance of movement is to think of trauma
in terms of a philosophy of presentation as opposed to a reenactment inscribed within a theory
of representation. For this reason, as someone influenced by the enterprise of psychoanalysis,
but also someone interested in aesthetics and deeply influenced by the philosophical
orientations of Martin Heidegger and Walter Benjamin, I want to begin to see in what ways
a philosophy of presentation (or a theory of presence) can begin to make demands not only
in the field of aesthetics and literary theory, but also on the theoretical and clinical issues
surrounding trauma.

In this talk I will do three things. First, I will offer two alternate readings (what I will call
a traumatic reading and an aesthetic reading) of a moment in Tennessee Williams’ The Glass
Menagerie when Laura, a shy young lady who still lives at home with her mother, hands a
glass unicorn to her gentleman caller Jim. Secondly, I want to demonstrate in these readings
a certain paradoxical ambivalence: namely, that the traumatic presentation and the aesthetic
experience appear to be structurally identical and yet function differently. Finally, having
situated these two readings in a diametric tension, I want to suggest ways in which I think
aesthetics can help us further develop our theoretical conceptions of trauma, and thereby
question traditional therapeutic approaches to Post°Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) –
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question them not in order to say that they are wrong, or that they are bad approaches, but
question them rather to meditate on why they are effective and why they are necessary –
questions that seems to me deeply paradoxical and extremely difficult to answer: What could
aesthetics reveal about trauma? And what could trauma tell us about aesthetics?

In The Glass Menagerie Amanda says to her son Tom: “You are the only young man that
I know of who ignores the fact that the future becomes the present, the present becomes the
past, and the past turns into everlasting regret if you don’t plan for it” (Williams, 45). On a
prima facie reading, this statement seems clear and commonsensical, and yet, buried within
it, there seems to lay a conception of time at odds with our traditional notions. The idea that
the future becomes the present and the present becomes the past stands as our traditional
conception of time. And yet such an explanation fails to explain the movement of the past. What
is the past? And what do we mean when we speak of it? Where and when does the past begin?
Must it not have its own origin? The end of Amanda’s sentence seems to hint at an answer –
“the past turns into everlasting regret.” What does this mean? It seems to suggest that the past
– like a specter – returns to haunt the present. It is in this sense that the past seems to live on
within the present, what humanist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has come to call the “presentification
of the past” (Gumbrecht 318). What sense can we make then to the claim that the past is past
if it can, though maybe only at times, live in the present and haunt the future?

My question, although in implicit dialogue with these questions of temporality and the nature
of the past, comes from an explicitly simpler source. This presentation has its own beginning
in the question of underlining. What are we doing when we underline words in a text? Or more
particularly, what are we doing when we underline some words that we find beautiful, or some
words that seem to be hinting at something we care about. What are we doing when we confront
a passage that we do not quite comprehend and despite this lack of understanding, or perhaps
because of it, we mark the text anyway? What are we doing when we mark a text? What does
this gesture signify?

Interestingly, there is one point in The Glass Menagerie that I cannot help but underline,
an image that, for unknown reasons, continues to fascinate me. After we watch the mother
Amanda dream of her long lost past, after we stare at the grave portrait of the long absent father,
after we listen to Amanda and her son Tom bicker about adventures, the movies, and the future,
and after we watch hopelessly the tragically “defected” and “crippled” Laura, there is a striking
moment in the last scene of the play. The long awaited gentleman caller Jim arrives at the house
for dinner. Laura, too sick, shy, and nervous to eat, sits with Jim in the living room. After only
a moment of talking, Jim asks about her “interests” and their conversation quickly turns to
her glass menagerie.

Jim: What kind of glass is it?
Laura: Little articles of it, they’re ornaments mostly! Most of them are little animals
made out of glass, the tiniest little animals in the world. Mother calls them a glass
menagerie! Here’s an example of one, if you would like to see it! This one is one of
the oldest. It’s nearly thirteen.
[He stretches out his hand.]
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Oh, be careful – if you breathe, it breaks!
Jim: I’d better not take it. I’m pretty clumsy with things.
Laura: Go on, I trust you with him! [She places the piece in his palm.] There now –
you’re holding him gently! Hold him over the light, he loves the light! You see how
the light shines through him? (82°3).

What happens when Laura hands her glass unicorn to Jim? What begins? I am suggesting,
in this reading, that this scene is a portrait of a traumatic enactment. In the general trajectory
of the play, the glass is a condensed metaphor that represents various themes: the world in which
Laura inhabits (“She [Laura] lives in a world of her own – a world of little glass ornaments”
(48)), Laura herself (The stage directions describe her as “a piece of translucent glass touched
by light” (51)), and finally, the structure of the traumatic event. In the introduction to the play,
Williams remarks that glass reminds us “how beautiful it is and how easily it can be broken”
(xxi). But what characterizes Laura’s glass is not merely its beauty and fragility, but also its
transparency. The glass, like the traumatic event, can never be properly seen or experienced.
We see through the glass, we see beyond it and with it. But to say that we see it is not quite
true. We always see too much. When we want to see only the glass we see the glass and
something else. There is a part of the glass, however, that remains forever un°seeable.

When Laura hands her glass ornament to Jim, she gives him a piece of her life, part of her:
her fragility, her loneliness, her crippled leg, her days in high school when Jim would call her
“Blue Roses” are all contained within the glass ornament. There is no transfer of meaning here,
only a spatial contiguity. For this reason, we replace the question – what does this mean? –
with the question – what is happening, what is beginning? In this moment, in opposition to
the rest of the play, the glass is operating metonymically as opposed to metaphorically. If we
think of metonymy as a trope of presence and metaphor as a trope of meaning, as has been
argued by psychologist and philosopher of history Eelco Runia, then we are bound to read this
passage as a linguistic gesture of presence effects as opposed to meaning effects (Runia, 1).
In the moment she hands the glass ornament to Jim the glass is animated, made alive. Its status
changes rhetorically from object to animal. Before Jim “stretches out his hand”, and
proclaims – “I’d better not take it. I’m pretty clumsy with things” – Laura refers to the glass
as a thing: “if you’d like to see it…this one is one of the oldest.” How do these words – “I’d
better not take it” – inaugurate a transformation from simple narrative memory to a traumatic
enactment? I read Jim’s proclamation in two ways. The first is as an enthymeme. He says, “I
am pretty clumsy with things”, but by implication, “I won’t be clumsy with you.” Laura affirms
this (almost) sexual invitation as she ignores it. Though Laura hands only the glass to him,
she is the glass, and in this way she hands herself to him. Even as she misses his address she
fulfills it. Secondly, and more interestingly, I think, is that this sentence can be read as being
semantically empty; it makes sense only as a linguistic gesture (as a presentation of
presence). The line – “I’d better not take it. I’m pretty clumsy with things” – is not so much
about the fact that he might break the glass or that he won’t break her, but rather a gesture
that announces his presence and capacity to bear witness. It says, in the words of Levinas, “Here
I am!”, an announcement that begins the traumatic enactment (Levinas: 146). For, after this
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line, the glass ornament becomes rhetorically alive: “Go on, I trust you with him […] you’re
holding him gently […] Hold him over the light”. 

The question then becomes: what does this shifting anaphora indicate about the structure
of the traumatic enactment? In this moment there seems to be an absolute rupture of the
subject/object dichotomy. Laura no longer relates to the glass as an object. In a sense, the glass
seems to gaze back. That is to say, there is a moment in which Laura recognizes herself in
the object – an excessive recognition that leads to (or is continuous with) the breakdown of
the subject/object dichotomy. This moment of recognition that I am talking about is, in the
case of trauma, often interpreted as a profound misrecognition. The disagreement of whether
it is a recognition or a misrecognition seems to me to be only a semantic quibble. In a
phenomenological sense, we can say with no hesitation that there is absolutely a moment of
recognition, for what does one call a hallucination, if not a moment in which one recognizes
oneself in a space that is thought to be otherwise unrecognizable. And yet, we can
simultaneously say that it is a misrecognition in the sense that the one who recognizes himself
is no longer a subject in the traditional sense – the “I” of the subject is not identical with the
self that is recognized, for the statement – “I recognize myself in an object” – is not a tautology.
It is rather, I think, what Heidegger calls “Being”: something that, in its substantiality, resists
meaning attribution. If we think of this event as a traumatic enactment then we can say that
this subject/object rupture is indicative of a dissociation, which has been simply summarized
as a sort of “standing outside of oneself.”

Most theoretical and medical accounts of trauma explain the traumatic event as an excessive
presence that is unable to be appropriated, assigned meaning to, and therefore registered in
consciousness. Because it stands outside of what psychiatrist Bessel van der Kolk calls
“narrative memory”, a memory constructed by a chain of connected meanings, the trauma is
stored and registered in what psychiatrist Pierre Janet called “fixed ideas”, an area where the
excess of the event is continually acted out in psychosomatic symptoms, unable to be
assimilated into the structure of consciousness (Janet, 278). In her book Trauma: A
Genealogy, Ruth Leys, discussing the status of the traumatic event, writes: “the traumatic
‘event’ is redefined as that which, precisely because it triggers the ‘trauma’ of emotional
identification, strictly speaking cannot be described as an event since it does not occur on the
basis of a subject°object distinction.” (Leys, 184). What is important here is not her meditation
on the eventness of the event, but rather that the traumatic presentation is characterized by the
rupture of this subject/object dichotomy.

The standard treatment for trauma is to help the traumatized transition from “fixed ideas”
of trauma in psychosomatic symptoms into a construction of a narrative. In other words, the
excessive presence of the dissociating event – defined as that which is beyond meaning – is
made bearable and pushed away by interpreting it into a fabric of meaning, and therefore into
the structure of consciousness. Once it has become interpreted and ascribed meaning to, the
presence of the traumatic presentation becomes a mere memory. Indicating this general
psychotherapeutic technique, psychiatrists Bessel van der Kolk and Onno van der Hart explain
that “traumatic memories are the unassimilated scraps of overwhelming experiences, which

158 Presence in Literature: A Presentationalist Theory…

EURESIS 2012 155-296 ccc2  6/11/12  2:55 PM  Page 158



need to be integrated with existing mental schemes, and be transformed into narrative language”
(Van Der Kolk, 176).

Let us now turn to the second reading of the passage in The Glass Menagerie so that we
can come back to the question of trauma in a more philosophical manner in a moment. In this
second reading, I am suggesting that when Laura hands the glass ornament to Jim there is an
aesthetic experience. What is interesting is that the same sorts of things occur in my reading
of the aesthetic experience as the traumatic enactment. The subject/object dichotomy once again
ruptures as Laura recognizes herself in the glass ornament. But in this case, the rupture does
not indicate a shift from an autonomous subject to a traumatic enactment or a state of
dissociation, but rather a breakdown through, to use Walter Benjamin’s term, the aura of the
object – when the object, like a sentient being, seems to gaze back (Benjamin 188). Ultimately,
Laura does not live in a world of people, but a world inhabited and made livable by the things,
that in a Heideggerean sense, gather her world. A world is not something outside of us, for
we are, in Heidegger’s early formulations, “Being(s)°in°the°world” (Being and Time, 65). In
one of his later essays “The Origin of the Work of Art”, Heidegger writes as much: “World
is never an object that stands before us and can be seen. World is the ever°nonobjective to which
we are subject as long as the paths of birth and death, blessing and curse keep us transported
into Being.” (Poetry, Language, Thought, 43). The reading of this scene as an aesthetic
experience argues that there is a moment of disclosure – an event of truth – in which we begin
to recognize ourselves in a new way; there is a temporal stagnation and spatial transition. There
is a moment of ecstasy that exceeds all constellations of meaning. This conception of an
aesthetic experience is defined in terms of a purely positive moment of disclosure, a moment
of presence. The glass ornament, in this reading, does not stand for a traumatic and external
excess that makes demands on Laura’s identity, but is rather the very exteriority of her
interiority.

The enigma of the traumatic and the aesthetic readings lies in the fact that both are at some
level the same. Although each interpretation has drastic pragmatic consequences (how the scene
will be directed, how it will be acted, etc.) it is nonetheless puzzling on a deeply theoretical
level: Why is one experience painful and another pleasurable? And why, in the case of trauma,
do we learn to recognize our misrecognition through a construction of meaning, whereas with
the aesthetic experience the moment of recognition does not rely on a narrative framework?
In the introduction to Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Cathy Caruth, in an often°quoted
statement, claims that “the pathology [of trauma] consists […] solely in the structure of
experience” (4). Many have adopted this claim – what is unique about trauma is its structure.
And yet, as I have been arguing, this does not seem to be the case at all. The etymological
history of the word “ecstasy” seems to hint at this problematic distinction. The word “ecstasy”
now means an “overwhelming feeling of happiness, a joyful experience, rapture”; it is the word
we use to characterize our aesthetic experiences, and yet the word itself seems to have a darker
meaning, a meaning that is synonymous with the medical definition of traumatic dissociation.
The word “ecstasy” stems from the Greek word ekstasis meaning “to stand outside of oneself”
– the same definition that Janet had used to create the neologism “dissociation”. Thus, in at
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least one way, we are right to say that there is a moment of ecstasy in both the traumatic
enactment and the aesthetic experience

What I have tried to do is problematize our traditional belief in the uniqueness of the
traumatic structure by looking at it alongside aesthetics – an area of research that could not
be more different from medicine. What I am trying to suggest is that the questions of trauma
and aesthetics are extremely difficult to account for within any framework of intelligibility
that refuses the reductionism of a depth model, and it is maybe only in an interdisciplinary
approach between medicine and art that we can hope to give justice to these aesthetic moments
that we live for and the traumatic moments that we spend our lives trying to avoid.

I want to make it clear that I am absolutely not suggesting that a traumatic event is an
aesthetic experience, or an aesthetic experience is necessarily traumatic, though at times I think
the latter may be true in some regard. What I am rather trying to say is that they are in a deeply
paradoxical relationship to each other and that the answer to their differences may lie within
an approach of presentation as opposed to representation, within a theory of presence as opposed
to a theory of meaning. I have not yet found one article or book that approaches trauma from
other than a representational framework. In fact, the very healing of trauma depends upon how
it is represented into consciousness, interpreted, and thus pushed away. My tentative
explanation for their phenomenological difference lies in how they begin. When we talk of
how one recognizes oneself in an object in the case of an aesthetic experience we often forget
that there is first another modality of being: an intermediary stage of being°with°an°object.
In other words, before spatial categories collapse there is a recognition that one lives, in a sense,
as a thing in an intimate relationship to other things of the world. We do not experience things
as measurable objects that are composed of various elements, but as useable things with
practical and emotional implications. Any reduction to its measurable shape and size or
chemical composition depends on a withdrawal from our unreflective everyday experience,
a withdrawal that I am systematically rejecting as a reduction. The beginning of the aesthetic
experience, what I have been characterizing as a moment of recognition, has in a way already
begun, for the thing has a history – a series of traces that endure the past and constitute, at least
in part, the present. There is in this way, no absolute beginning, no static origin. With the case
of trauma, however, there seems to be the lack of a previous dwelling with the things of the
world, what is traumatic is the very beginning of the beginning. What is traumatic is the origin,
the way in which an absence becomes a presence and a nothing becomes a something. Though
this may at first sound like an esoteric theory of the event it is precisely, I think, what modern
psychiatric research is, in its own terms, suggesting in examinations of stress°response
syndromes, in which there are many empirical studies that lead to theoretical discussions of
why people with PTSD respond differently to auditory stimuli in terms of an absence of
response patterns that are normally learned and conditioned (Shalev et al.).

Each person who reads The Glass Menagerie will underline different portions. This is to
say, I think, that like the traumatic enactment and the aesthetic experience, each person
recognizes himself differently. And this performance of reading is the presentation of this act
of recognition. Perhaps the distinction between the aesthetic reading and the traumatic reading
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lies in the question of whether the words of the text are underlined with a graceful precision
or with a wobbly scribble. Both of which are absolutely ecstatic.
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