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1.  INTRODUC TION 

Background 

Contemporary drama has increasingly moved beyond 

traditional narrative structures by exploring fragmented 

language, symbolic performance, and unstable meanings. 

Within this transformation, Sarah Kane’s theatrical works 

represent a distinctive movement toward experimental 

dramaturgy, where violence, emotional intensity, and 

linguistic fragmentation become mechanisms for examining 

human existence. Her play Cleansed demonstrates a complex 

relationship between textual construction and theatrical 

representation, creating a dramatic environment where 

meaning is produced through signs rather than through 

conventional plot development alone (Kane, 2001). 

Kane’s dramatic language challenges assumptions about 

communication and representation. Rather than using 

dialogue merely as a vehicle for exchanging information, she 

transforms words, silences, repetitions, and interruptions into 

poetic devices. In Cleansed, language operates as a symbolic 
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structure where identity, love, trauma, and power are 

continuously reconstructed. The play’s extreme images and 

fragmented exchanges require an interpretative approach 

capable of analysing both visible theatrical elements and 

hidden networks of meaning. 

The concept of text poetics is particularly relevant for 

understanding Kane’s dramaturgy because it examines how 

literary texts generate meaning through structure, rhythm, 

imagery, and symbolic relationships. In Cleansed, poetic 

qualities emerge through repetition, metaphorical 

transformation, and the tension between physical suffering 

and emotional attachment. The play does not present violence 

simply as an event; instead, violence becomes a sign system 

through which psychological and social conditions are 

explored. 

The allusive structures within Kane’s work further complicate 

interpretation. Allusion allows dramatic texts to communicate 

through indirect references, cultural memories, and 

connections with previous literary traditions. These references 

do not function as simple quotations but as mechanisms that 

create dialogue between texts, historical contexts, and artistic 

forms. Kane’s dramatic approach reflects broader postmodern 

tendencies where texts frequently engage with earlier works 

through reinterpretation, fragmentation, and transformation 

(maziashvili, 2021). 

Problem Statement 

Although Sarah Kane’s Cleansed has received extensive critical 

attention because of its disturbing imagery and 

unconventional theatrical style, the relationship between its 

poetic language and allusive structures requires further 

examination. Many interpretations focus primarily on themes 

of violence, suffering, and extremity, while the semiotic 

organization of the text remains comparatively underexplored. 

The central problem addressed in this research is how Kane 

constructs meaning through interconnected systems of signs, 

poetic devices, and intertextual references. The play presents 

a challenge because its meaning cannot be understood solely 

through realistic representation. Instead, it requires analysis 

of how language, symbols, and theatrical structures function 

together to produce multiple layers of interpretation. 

A further research problem concerns the relationship between 

Kane’s dramatic experimentation and earlier literary traditions. 

While Cleansed appears radically disconnected from 

conventional theatre, its symbolic patterns reveal connections 

with broader literary concerns regarding identity, 

transformation, and human relationships. Understanding 

these connections requires an examination of the mechanisms 

through which dramatic texts communicate beyond direct 

expression. 

Research Relevance 

The relevance of this study lies in its contribution to 

contemporary drama studies through a focused examination 

of semiotic and intertextual processes in Sarah Kane’s work. 

By analysing Cleansed as a complex textual system, the 

research demonstrates how experimental theatre can create 

meaning through fragmented structures rather than 

traditional narrative coherence. 

The study is also significant because it approaches Kane’s 

work from the perspective of text poetics. This approach 

highlights the artistic organization behind the apparent chaos 

of the play. The extreme nature of Kane’s theatrical images is 

not random; instead, it operates within a carefully constructed 

symbolic framework that transforms suffering into a form of 

poetic communication. 

Furthermore, examining allusive structures contributes to 

broader discussions of postmodern theatre. Kane’s writing 

reflects a theatrical environment where boundaries between 

genres, traditions, and forms become unstable. Similar 

processes of reinterpretation and transformation can be 

observed in discussions of Shakespearean adaptation and 

gender representation, where meaning develops through 

relationships between texts rather than isolated interpretation 

(Charles, 1997). 

Objectives 

This research aims to: 

1. Analyse the text poetics of Sarah Kane’s Cleansed 

through a semiotic perspective.  

2. Examine the role of allusive structures in creating 

multiple layers of dramatic meaning.  

3. Identify how linguistic fragmentation, symbolism, and 

theatrical imagery function as meaning-producing systems.  

4. Explore the relationship between Kane’s dramaturgy 

and broader intertextual traditions.  

5. Evaluate the contribution of semiotic and intertextual 

approaches to understanding contemporary experimental 

theatre.  
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Scope and Significance 

The scope of this research is limited to the textual and 

symbolic analysis of Sarah Kane’s Cleansed, with particular 

attention to language, imagery, structure, and intertextual 

relationships. The study does not attempt to provide a 

complete performance analysis but focuses primarily on the 

written dramatic text as a poetic and semiotic construction. 

The significance of the research emerges from its attempt to 

move beyond surface interpretations of Kane’s work. By 

investigating how signs and references operate within 

Cleansed, the study reveals the intellectual and artistic 

structures underlying experimental drama. The research 

contributes to literary criticism by demonstrating that 

fragmented theatrical texts can possess complex systems of 

organization and meaning. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Sarah Kane’s dramatic writing has been widely associated with 

radical theatrical experimentation, particularly through the 

development of extreme forms of representation. Saunders’ 

examination of Kane’s theatre identifies her work as a 

confrontation with conventional theatrical expectations, where 

emotional intensity and physical extremity become central 

aesthetic strategies (Saunders, 2002). In relation to Cleansed, 

this perspective is important because the play’s disturbing 

elements function not only as dramatic events but also as 

symbolic structures that communicate psychological and 

existential conditions. 

Saunders argues that Kane’s theatre challenges audiences by 

refusing comfortable interpretations of violence and suffering. 

This approach provides a foundation for understanding 

Cleansed as a text that uses extreme representation to expose 

deeper questions about human relationships and identity. The 

present research extends this perspective by examining how 

these themes are constructed through semiotic processes 

within the dramatic text. 

Sierz’s discussion of In-Yer-Face Theatre positions Kane within 

a theatrical movement characterized by confrontation, 

emotional intensity, and rejection of traditional dramatic 

conventions (Sierz, 2001). This framework explains the 

disruptive qualities of Cleansed, where conventional 

expectations regarding character development, narrative 

progression, and realistic dialogue are replaced by symbolic 

and fragmented structures. However, while Sierz emphasizes 

theatrical impact, a semiotic approach further investigates 

how these impacts are produced through systems of signs. 

Kane’s Complete Plays provides direct insight into her dramatic 

techniques and the evolution of her theatrical language (Kane, 

2001). The collection demonstrates her movement toward 

increasingly condensed and symbolic forms of expression. In 

Cleansed, the reduction of conventional explanation creates a 

space where silence, repetition, and physical action become 

meaningful components of dramatic communication. 

Rebellato’s interview with Sarah Kane contributes to 

understanding the author’s artistic intentions and perspectives 

regarding theatre, representation, and emotional truth 

(Rebellato, n.d.). Kane’s reflections reveal an interest in 

exploring difficult human experiences through theatrical forms 

that avoid simple moral conclusions. This understanding 

supports an analysis of Cleansed as a text designed to 

generate interpretation rather than deliver fixed meanings. 

The relationship between Kane’s work and postmodern literary 

practices can be examined through maziashvili’s discussion of 

Shakespearean postmodernism. The study highlights how 

postmodern texts frequently engage with previous cultural 

materials through transformation, reinterpretation, and 

fragmentation (maziashvili, 2021). This perspective is relevant 

to Cleansed because Kane’s dramatic language similarly 

creates meaning through connections between existing 

symbolic traditions and new theatrical forms. 

Charles’s analysis of gender representation in Shakespeare’s 

Twelfth Night demonstrates the importance of examining 

identity as a constructed and performative system within 

literary texts (Charles, 1997). Although focused on 

Shakespearean drama, this theoretical concern provides 

valuable comparative insight into Kane’s treatment of identity 

and transformation. In Cleansed, bodies and identities 

undergo symbolic changes that challenge stable categories of 

selfhood. Similar to the way gender identities are examined 

through theatrical representation in Shakespearean studies, 

Kane’s characters reveal identity as a dynamic and unstable 

process (Charles, 1997). 

Slights’ examination of character relationships and social 

structures in Twelfth Night further illustrates how dramatic 

texts create meaning through symbolic interaction and role 

transformation (Slights, 1981). This approach supports the 

understanding that dramatic identity is not fixed but produced 

through relationships, language, and performance. 

Orwell’s 1984 contributes a broader literary context regarding 
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systems of control, power, and individual experience (Orwell, 

2001). Although not a theatrical work, its exploration of 

institutional authority provides a useful comparative 

framework for analysing the mechanisms of domination 

present in Cleansed. Kane’s representation of control and 

suffering similarly examines how external forces influence 

individual identity and emotional existence. 

Despite these valuable contributions, a research gap remains 

regarding the combined analysis of semiotics, text poetics, 

and intertextual structures in Cleansed. Existing discussions 

often emphasize thematic intensity, theatrical extremity, or 

authorial context, but fewer studies investigate how poetic 

language and allusive systems operate together to generate 

meaning. This research addresses that gap by positioning 

Cleansed as a semiotic and intertextual construction where 

signs, references, and poetic structures interact to produce 

complex interpretations. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design and Analytical Approach 

This study adopts a qualitative textual analysis methodology 

based on semiotic and intertextual approaches to examine 

Sarah Kane’s Cleansed. The research design treats the play as 

a complex signifying system in which language, dramatic 

structures, images, and symbolic actions interact to create 

meaning. Rather than analysing the text through a purely 

thematic approach, this methodology investigates how 

meaning is produced through relationships between signs, 

poetic organization, and connections with other literary and 

cultural texts. 

The semiotic framework applied in this research considers 

theatrical language as a network of signs rather than as direct 

communication. In Cleansed, dialogue, silence, repetition, 

bodily transformation, and spatial arrangements function as 

meaningful elements. These components are analysed 

according to their symbolic functions and their contribution to 

the construction of identity, power relations, and emotional 

experience. 

The intertextual approach complements semiotic analysis by 

examining how Kane’s dramatic text interacts with wider 

literary traditions. Intertextuality assumes that texts generate 

meaning through relationships with previous texts, cultural 

memories, and established symbolic systems. Within 

Cleansed, allusive structures are examined not as direct 

references but as transformed elements that acquire new 

meanings within Kane’s dramatic environment. 

The methodology is therefore structured around three 

analytical dimensions: 

1. Semiotic analysis of dramatic signs – examining 

language, imagery, characters, bodies, and theatrical actions 

as systems of meaning.  

2. Poetic analysis of textual structures – investigating 

repetition, fragmentation, metaphor, rhythm, and symbolic 

organization.  

3. Intertextual analysis of allusive elements – identifying 

relationships between Kane’s dramaturgy and broader literary 

traditions concerning identity, power, transformation, and 

human experience.  

3.2 Theoretical Framework: Semiotic Interpretation of 

Dramatic Text 

The semiotic dimension of this study focuses on the idea that 

dramatic texts communicate through multiple layers of signs. 

Unlike conventional narrative forms where meaning is 

primarily conveyed through plot and dialogue, experimental 

theatre often relies on symbolic relationships between visible 

and invisible elements. 

In Cleansed, physical actions frequently operate as signs 

representing psychological and social conditions. The human 

body becomes a central semiotic field where identity, 

suffering, attachment, and transformation are expressed. 

Bodily changes within the play are not interpreted only as 

literal events but as symbolic processes reflecting instability 

and reconstruction of the self. 

Kane’s use of fragmented communication demonstrates how 

absence itself becomes meaningful. Silence, incomplete 

statements, and repetition create interpretative spaces where 

audiences must construct meaning. This technique challenges 

traditional dramatic communication because the significance 

of an action often emerges from what remains unspoken. 

The semiotic reading also considers the relationship between 

power and representation. The controlled environment of 

Cleansed produces a symbolic structure where authority 

operates through regulation of bodies and emotions. This 

dimension connects with broader literary concerns about 

systems of control and human vulnerability, similar to the 

exploration of institutional power found in Orwell’s 1984 

(Orwell, 2001). 
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3.3 Text Poetics Framework 

The concept of text poetics provides a method for analysing 

how Kane transforms dramatic language into a structured 

artistic form. In Cleansed, poetic meaning emerges through 

the organization of language rather than through decorative 

literary techniques. 

One significant poetic feature is repetition. Repeated phrases 

and actions create patterns that resemble poetic rhythm. 

Instead of advancing conventional narrative development, 

repetition intensifies emotional and symbolic meanings. The 

recurrence of specific images creates associations between 

suffering, memory, desire, and human connection. 

Another important feature is fragmentation. Kane avoids 

complete explanatory structures and presents moments that 

require interpretation. Fragmentation reflects the unstable 

nature of identity within the play and creates a dramatic form 

where meaning remains open rather than predetermined. 

Metaphorical transformation is also central to the play’s poetic 

system. Events that appear physically extreme function as 

symbolic expressions of emotional and existential conditions. 

The relationship between physical reality and symbolic 

meaning creates a dual structure where the literal and 

metaphorical operate simultaneously. 

This poetic organization reflects Kane’s broader theatrical 

approach identified by Saunders, who emphasizes the 

connection between extreme representation and deeper 

emotional investigation in Kane’s dramatic works (Saunders, 

2002). The extremity of Cleansed therefore functions as an 

aesthetic method rather than merely a representation of 

violence. 

3.4 Intertextual and Allusive Structure Analysis 

The intertextual analysis examines how Cleansed participates 

in wider literary conversations. Kane’s drama does not operate 

independently from previous traditions; instead, it transforms 

existing concerns regarding love, identity, suffering, and 

human relationships. 

A significant aspect of this analysis involves comparing Kane’s 

treatment of identity with earlier dramatic explorations of 

unstable selfhood. Charles’s discussion of gender 

representation in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night demonstrates 

how dramatic texts construct identity through performance, 

social interaction, and symbolic transformation (Charles, 

1997). This perspective provides a comparative framework for 

understanding how Kane similarly challenges fixed concepts of 

identity in Cleansed. 

Although Kane’s theatrical language differs significantly from 

Shakespearean comedy, both texts demonstrate that identity 

is not presented as a naturally stable category. Instead, 

identity emerges through processes of transformation and 

interpretation. In Cleansed, physical and emotional changes 

create uncertainty regarding the boundaries of selfhood, 

reflecting a broader postmodern concern with unstable 

identities. 

The intertextual dimension also considers Kane’s relationship 

with postmodern literary practices. Maziashvili’s discussion of 

Shakespeare’s postmodernism emphasizes how contemporary 

texts often reinterpret previous cultural materials through 

fragmentation and transformation (maziashvili, 2021). Kane’s 

work similarly avoids direct imitation and instead reconstructs 

familiar dramatic concerns within a modern context of 

uncertainty and crisis. 

3.5 Analytical Model 

Based on the theoretical framework, this research develops a 

three-layer analytical model for examining Cleansed: 

Layer 1: Sign System Analysis 

This layer identifies major symbolic elements within the play, 

including: 

• bodily representation,  

• spatial organization,  

• dialogue patterns,  

• silence,  

• repetition,  

• theatrical actions.  

The purpose is to determine how individual signs contribute to 

broader systems of meaning. 

Layer 2: Poetic Structure Analysis 

The second layer examines how Kane organizes these signs 

through dramatic techniques: 

• fragmentation,  

• symbolic repetition,  

• metaphorical transformation,  
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• linguistic compression,  

• emotional rhythm.  

This stage explains how artistic structure influences 

interpretation. 

Layer 3: Intertextual Meaning Analysis 

The final layer investigates relationships between Cleansed 

and broader literary traditions. This includes examining: 

• transformed concepts of identity,  

• symbolic connections with previous dramatic forms,  

• cultural references,  

• philosophical and literary echoes.  

Through this model, the study approaches Kane’s play as a 

dynamic system where meaning develops through interaction 

between textual structure and cultural context. 

4. RESULTS 

The analysis reveals that Cleansed functions as a highly 

organized semiotic structure rather than an unpredictable 

representation of violence. The findings demonstrate that 

Kane’s dramatic techniques rely on symbolic transformation, 

where physical events, language patterns, and theatrical 

images generate multiple layers of meaning. 

The first major finding concerns the central role of the body 

as a semiotic object. In the play, bodies communicate 

experiences that language cannot fully express. Physical 

transformation represents changes in identity, emotional 

dependency, and power relationships. The body becomes a 

textual surface upon which social and psychological conflicts 

are represented. 

The second finding identifies fragmentation as a primary 

poetic strategy. Kane’s incomplete dialogues and disrupted 

narrative structures create a form of communication based on 

absence and ambiguity. Meaning is produced through 

interpretation rather than direct explanation. This technique 

positions the audience as active participants in constructing 

significance. 

The third finding concerns the function of repetition. Repeated 

actions and verbal patterns establish symbolic connections 

between different moments of the play. Instead of creating 

monotony, repetition generates thematic depth by linking 

suffering, love, memory, and transformation. 

The fourth finding demonstrates that Cleansed contains 

significant intertextual dimensions. The play engages with 

broader literary concerns regarding identity construction and 

human relationships. Similar to the examination of identity 

performance in Shakespearean drama, Kane presents identity 

as unstable and continuously reconstructed (Charles, 1997). 

The difference lies in Kane’s use of extreme theatrical methods 

to express this instability. 

The research also finds that Kane’s allusive structures 

contribute to the play’s postmodern characteristics. Rather 

than following linear development, Cleansed creates meaning 

through fragments, symbolic associations, and transformed 

cultural references. This approach corresponds with broader 

postmodern literary practices discussed by maziashvili (2021). 

Overall, the findings indicate that Kane’s dramatic innovation 

emerges from the interaction between poetic language, 

symbolic imagery, and intertextual relationships. The play’s 

apparent disorder is supported by a sophisticated system of 

meaning production. 

5. DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study demonstrate that Sarah Kane’s 

Cleansed should be understood as a complex semiotic and 

intertextual construction rather than solely as an example of 

extreme theatre. The analysis reveals that the play’s 

disturbing images, fragmented language, and unconventional 

dramatic structures function through carefully organized 

systems of meaning. The relationship between violence and 

symbolism is therefore central to understanding Kane’s 

dramaturgy. The extreme elements of the play do not exist 

only for shock value; they operate as signs that communicate 

broader concerns about identity, emotional vulnerability, 

human connection, and power. 

One of the most significant theoretical implications of this 

research is the recognition that Kane’s dramatic language 

transforms absence into meaning. Traditional dramatic 

structures often depend on explanation, psychological 

development, and narrative continuity. However, Cleansed 

creates meaning through fragmentation, silence, and 

uncertainty. This approach requires readers and audiences to 

engage actively with the text, interpreting signs rather than 

receiving predetermined meanings. The result is a dramatic 

form where ambiguity becomes an essential component of 

communication. 

The study also highlights the importance of the body as a 
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central site of symbolic representation. Physical 

transformation in Cleansed demonstrates that identity is not 

presented as fixed or stable. Instead, identity emerges 

through processes of change, conflict, and interpretation. This 

finding creates a significant connection with Charles’s analysis 

of gender representation in Twelfth Night, where identity is 

examined as a theatrical and social construction rather than 

an inherent quality (Charles, 1997). Although Kane’s dramatic 

world differs greatly from Shakespeare’s, both texts reveal 

how performance and transformation influence perceptions of 

identity. 

The intertextual analysis further suggests that Cleansed 

participates in a larger tradition of literary experimentation. 

Kane’s work does not reject previous dramatic forms 

completely; rather, it transforms earlier concerns through a 

contemporary theatrical vocabulary. The play’s exploration of 

love, suffering, and selfhood reflects continuing literary 

questions while adapting them to a modern context 

characterized by instability and fragmentation. This process 

aligns with the understanding of postmodern textual practices, 

where meaning develops through interaction between existing 

traditions and new artistic expressions (maziashvili, 2021). 

From a theatrical perspective, the findings support Sierz’s 

interpretation of Kane’s relationship with In-Yer-Face Theatre, 

where confrontation and emotional intensity are used as 

methods of challenging audiences (Sierz, 2001). However, this 

research extends that perspective by demonstrating that 

confrontation in Cleansed is achieved through semiotic 

organization. The intensity of the play results not only from its 

subject matter but also from the way Kane structures signs, 

images, and linguistic patterns. 

The discussion also confirms Saunders’ argument that Kane’s 

theatre of extremes functions as an exploration of human 

experience rather than simple representation of brutality 

(Saunders, 2002). The present analysis adds that the 

effectiveness of this exploration depends on the relationship 

between poetic form and symbolic meaning. Violence 

becomes meaningful because it is embedded within a larger 

system of signs. 

Despite these contributions, the study has several limitations. 

First, the analysis focuses primarily on the written text of 

Cleansed rather than different stage interpretations. Since 

theatre exists through performance, future research could 

examine how directors and actors reinterpret Kane’s symbolic 

structures. Second, the research relies on the provided 

theoretical materials and does not incorporate wider semiotic 

scholarship, which could provide additional perspectives. 

Third, because Cleansed deliberately encourages multiple 

interpretations, no single analytical framework can completely 

explain its complexity. 

Nevertheless, the study contributes to literary and theatrical 

scholarship by demonstrating that Kane’s experimental 

dramaturgy contains significant structural and intellectual 

organization. The play’s fragmented form is not a rejection of 

meaning but an alternative method of producing meaning. 

Through semiotic and intertextual analysis, Cleansed emerges 

as a text where language, body, and symbolism interact to 

challenge conventional understandings of drama. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This research has examined Sarah Kane’s Cleansed through a 

semiotic and intertextual framework to understand the 

relationship between text poetics and allusive structures. The 

study demonstrates that Kane’s play operates as a 

sophisticated network of signs where language, bodily 

representation, repetition, fragmentation, and theatrical 

imagery collectively produce meaning. 

The analysis confirms that the poetic qualities of Cleansed 

emerge through its structural organization. Fragmented 

dialogue, symbolic repetition, and metaphorical 

transformation create a dramatic language that communicates 

beyond conventional realism. Rather than presenting violence 

as a purely physical experience, Kane transforms it into a 

symbolic system through which questions of identity, love, 

power, and human vulnerability are explored. 

The research also establishes that intertextuality plays an 

important role in understanding Kane’s dramaturgy. The play 

engages with broader literary concerns surrounding 

transformation and unstable identity. Through comparison 

with discussions of dramatic identity in Shakespearean 

studies, particularly Charles’s examination of identity 

construction in Twelfth Night, the study reveals that theatrical 

texts often represent identity as a process rather than a fixed 

condition (Charles, 1997). 

Furthermore, the research positions Cleansed within the 

broader development of experimental and postmodern 

theatre. Kane’s approach reflects a movement away from 

traditional narrative structures toward fragmented and 

symbolic forms of expression. The play demonstrates that 

contemporary drama can create powerful meaning through 

https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps


European International Journal of Philological Sciences (ISSN: 2751-1715) 
 

8 
 

https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps 

uncertainty, disruption, and interpretative openness. 

The contribution of this study lies in showing that Kane’s work 

should not be reduced to its extreme imagery. The intensity 

of Cleansed is supported by a carefully constructed poetic and 

semiotic framework. Understanding these structures allows 

readers and researchers to recognize the intellectual 

complexity behind Kane’s theatrical experimentation. 

Future research may expand this analysis by exploring 

performance-based interpretations of Cleansed, comparative 

studies between Kane and other postmodern playwrights, or 

broader investigations into how contemporary theatre uses 

symbolic violence and fragmented language to represent 

human experience. 
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