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film converts internalized trauma into commutable sensory experience for the
viewer. Each film uncovers trauma that is not directly open to memory but that can
be made present through bodily feeling, sensory cues, and non-linear narration.
Whereas The Tale employs memory reconstruction as a way of positioning
testimonial agency, Perks situates trauma as playing a pivotal role in teenage
friendships and as a source of bodily symptoms. The research concludes that film
allows trauma to be “felt” via image and sound in a manner that frequently precedes
conscious comprehension.
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Child abuse and other forms of childhood trauma can be so emotionally damaging to children
that it may prove the most pivotal issue in their lives. Traumatic situations are always difficult to
understand or to process, but this is especially so for children (van der Kolk, 2014), whose brains
are still developing. Victims may not have the ability to understand or even recall the traumatic
incidents that they have undergone. Thus, the trauma will not be recognizable via conscious words
or images, but will instead be subconscious. The term “somatic memory” is used here to indicate
that traumas can be stored in the form of physical sensations and bodily changes, with effects that
can last many years after the incident (van der Kolk, 2014). This paper explores the ways in which
somatic memories are depicted in cinema. The main emphasis is on two motion pictures: The Tale
(Fox, 2018) and The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012). Both of these feature-length
films follow characters who have suffered childhood trauma. Rather than employing
straightforward narratives, these movies make evocative use of sound and images to reproduce the
characters’ inner states in viewers, who are thus able to perceive trauma not only through language
and storyline but also through their senses. Films excel at communicating stories that may be hard
to put into words, using lighting, camera angles, music, and editing to suggest complex emotional
subtext. When words fail to capture the trauma, films can still communicate it through these tools.
A movie can convey a character’s pain through gestures, a sudden flashback, or a particular sound,
even if the character cannot fully disclose it. Such an approach is effective in portrayals of
childhood trauma, where the memories are likely to be blurred or hidden.

The protagonist of The Tale (Fox, 2018) is a woman called Jennifer who unintentionally recalls
an abusive relationship that she had as a child. The film is the true story of its director, Jennifer
Fox. It employs a fragmented, non-linear format to express the difficulty of remembering the
trauma and the confusion it caused her. In scenes where the adult Jennifer is picturing herself as a
child, her memories are not stable; they gradually change as she becomes more aware of what
actually happened to her. In one vivid scene, the actress playing the part of 13-year-old Jennifer is
switched halfway through the scene for a much younger actress. This visual technique is used to
show that Jennifer’s memory had concealed the actual age of the abuse, and that although trauma
may confuse the mind, it is still there in the body (van der Kolk, 2014).

Likewise, The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012) is about a young man named
Charlie, who is attending high school, making friends, and dealing with a past that he has tried to
forget. The movie, an adaptation of the director’s novel (Chbosky, 1999), begins with Charlie
chronicling his journey through letters to an unknown recipient. Initially, he does not have any
recollection of the abuse he had experienced but, as the story moves on, his body shows more
pronounced reactions to different events. He suffers from panic attacks and dissociation, and can
become overwhelmed by a touch or by feeling a particular emotion. These indicate that even
though Charlie is not consciously aware of the trauma, his body remembers. As van der Kolk
(2014) emphasized, a person’s response to trauma is frequently lodged in the body, resulting in
mood and conduct changes.
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Much literature underpins the study of trauma as an embodied and psychological event. To
analyze how these films represent trauma through somatic memory, this paper will use a
combination of four complementary theories. These researchers collectively offer a vibrant,
multidisciplinary foundation for understanding the ways in which cinema is capable of
representing trauma not simply through what is uttered, but through how it is felt, thus rendering
trauma observable and conveying some of its emotional impact.

Trauma Theory

According to Caruth (1996), trauma is defined by its “belatedness”: the traumatic event is not
fully experienced in the moment but comes back later in unforeseen forms. This unclaimed
experience returns in the form of flashbacks, physical symptoms, or emotional responses that
shatter traditional memory and narrative. Caruth’s theory thus provides a foundation for
understanding how film can represent trauma not as a past event but as an existing and unresolved
presence. This delayed understanding — Caruth’s belatedness — is evident in both The Tale and
Perks: the main characters do not come to understand their trauma until later in life.

Somatic Psychology and Memory

According to van der Kolk (2014), when trauma cannot be spoken about or remembered
clearly, it remains present in the body and can be manifested through symptoms like numbness,
anxiety, and unexplained physical pain, as well as disassociation and emotional dysregulation.
This kind of memory is not held in words or pictures, but in muscle tension, heart rate, and
emotional responses. Healing from trauma thus tends to require linking narrative with body
experience. Both Jennifer in 7he Tale and Charlie in Perks show signs of their trauma being present
in the body. Jennifer has a feeling of unease as she returns to the places of her past, while Charlie
becomes emotionally overwhelmed during intimate or stressful moments.

Film Theory: Haptic Visuality

Film theory is also important for this analysis, especially the idea of ‘“haptic visuality”
introduced by Marks (2000), in which film encourages the viewer to “feel” as opposed to merely
see. Marks described how film can provide the audience with an embodied response, such as a
sense of touch. The sensual imagery in films — close-ups, textures, sounds, and rhythms —
enables the audience to feel attached to what is unfolding on the screen. Rather than simply see,
the audience “feels” the film. In The Tale, a concentration on physical details such as reins, hands,
or sweat draws the audience near to the tension and unease of Jennifer’s recollections. In Perks, a
combination of music, silence, and motion lets the audience sense what Charlie is sensing, even
when he is unable to verbalize it.

Narrative and Autobiography Theory

Gilmore’s (2001) theory of narrative and autobiography provides an explanation as to why
accounts of trauma are generally told in fragmented or non-linear fashion. A trauma survivor’s
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attempt to construct a narrative that makes sense of their life often results in a disjointed, non-
linear account that mirrors the fragmentation of traumatic memory. They might change facts,
exclude information, or fluctuate in terms of chronology. This is not because they are dishonest
but because trauma interferes with memory. In The Tale, the heroine looks back over her past and
finds that what she had perceived as a relationship was actually abuse. She interprets her tale
differently now. In Perks, where the story is told through letters, the truth about Charlie’s past is
not revealed until the end, after numerous alternative suggestions of narrative and emotion.

Purpose of the Research

Together these theories explain how movies are able to present trauma in a way that is realistic
by not following a conventional narrative. Rather than the discrete beginning, middle, and end of
a typical story, stories about trauma tend to slowly develop through the senses and the body. For
this reason, film is a good medium for communicating about trauma, particularly when the trauma
is difficult to narrate. While the theories of Caruth (1996), van der Kolk (2014), Marks (2000), and
Gilmore (2001) emphasize the non-verbal or fragmented dimensions of trauma, film scholarship
has been slower to apply these insights systematically, often analyzing trauma films primarily
through plot structure and dialogue rather than through sensory means — images, sounds, and
hapticity. This paper addresses that gap by examining how childhood trauma is expressed through
sensory and embodied practices in film, moving beyond verbal narration to tactile, affective, and
haptic representations.

The primary objective of this paper is to observe how The Tale (Fox, 2018) and The Perks of
Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012) utilize images, sounds, and narrative techniques to make the
viewer experience the implications of trauma. It will examine how the bodies of the characters
respond, and how the films’ photography, editing, and narrative structure helps mirror the essence
of trauma. In doing so, the paper will demonstrate that film is an effective way of expressing
challenging emotional realities. It will also address three key questions:

1. How do The Tale and The Perks of Being a Wallflower show trauma through physical
actions, visuals, and sounds rather than words?

2. What storytelling techniques are most effective for portraying trauma that cannot be
clearly remembered?

3. How do these films help the audience feel the trauma, even when the characters cannot
explain it?

Responding to these questions will allow us to better understand the functioning of trauma,
how it impacts individuals, and how art can be used to express and work through it. Such an
analysis will indicate why it is so important to go beyond words when researching trauma,
particularly in children. By considering the body, senses, and feelings, we can gain further insight
into how trauma is felt and how recovery can start. The following sections will explore each movie,
analyzing the film techniques used in order to represent the trauma, and make viewers feel it. We
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will observe how the filmmakers utilize light, sound, space, and time in narrating the history of the
protagonist’s trauma. We will also observe how the behavior and emotions of the characters project
their inner suffering. By this close reading, we can see how film makes sense of what is often left
unspoken, enabling both characters and audiences to start the work of understanding and healing.

Methodology

The research in this paper takes a qualitative, phenomenological approach to the analysis of
films. Two movies, The Tale (Fox, 2018) and The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012),
were chosen purposively for their direct use of childhood trauma and somatic memory. Somatic
markers (e.g., panic, dissociation), haptic/aesthetic strategies (close-ups, texture-laden sound), and
narrative disruptions (non-linearity, actor substitution, hesitation in voice-over) were coded by
scene. Codes were created through iterative development from trauma theory (Caruth, 1996),
somatic psychology (van der Kolk, 2014), haptic visuality (Marks, 2000), and autobiographical
studies (Gilmore, 2001). Reflexive journaling recorded the researcher’s bodily reactions in
accordance with phenomenological film theory (Sobchack, 1992). The interpretive process seeks
depth, not generalizability, and is anchored in thick description and open analytic documentation.

Analysis

The Tale

Jennifer Fox’s (2018) The Tale is not merely a history of a child abused by a coach but an
investigative essay-in-motion, where the form of the film performs the instability of traumatic
memory. The film opens with adult Jennifer confidently narrating, “This is a love story”
(00:07:03), thus staking a claim that the rest of the film will steadily undo. As she digs through
boxes of journals, photographs, and letters, the narrative splinters into interviews, reenactments,
and visual revisions that trace the way traumatic memory is reauthored. This fragmentation
embodies Caruth’s (1996) idea of belatedness: the event is not fully “known” when it happens and
afterward can only be approached indirectly, in pieces that cut in and out of time.

The moment that shows this is not a love story arrives when the 13-year-old Jennifer is abruptly
replaced by a visibly younger child mid-scene. The sudden swap is a shock; the viewer’s body,
heart rate, and breath register the truth before the mind can interpret it. In van der Kolk’s (2014)
terms, the body keeps the score. In the film, the camera emphasizes this bodily residue of Jennifer’s
trauma: her adult body flinches, sweats, and tightens in scenes tied to the abuse, even as her
narration hesitates. Fox (2018) lingers on haptic details — reins sliding through small fingers, the
slick sheen of sweat, a coach’s hand too long on a thigh. Marks’s (2000) notion of haptic visuality
is literalized here: texture and proximity do the storytelling that dialogue cannot, compelling the
viewer to “feel” the scene rather than simply witness it. Jennifer’s voice-over, which begins in an
assured and essayistic tone, grows halting and interrogative as she compares what she wrote then
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with what she feels now. Gilmore’s (2001) “limits of autobiography” come into view: testimony
is fragmented, contested, and ethically fraught. Fox stages conversations with Jennifer’s mother,
former classmates, and even the perpetrator, but none deliver a neat truth. Instead each encounter
adds another shard, another bodily jolt, another re-edit of the past.

The film’s editing rhythm mirrors therapeutic pacing, steady and measured during research
and jagged and breathless during flashback breakthroughs. The sound design discreetly reinforces
the viewer’s sense of embodiment. The low hum of a barn fan reappears as Jennifer’s anxiety
swells; the creak of a door and the snap of leather reins puncture otherwise quiet soundscapes.
Sudden silences heighten breath and heartbeat so the audience experiences autonomic arousal
alongside Jennifer. The color balance shifts too: present-day scenes are cool and desaturated, while
reconstructed memories are warmer yet claustrophobic, a sensory contradiction that underscores
how nostalgia can mask harm. Production documents and handwritten drafts float over images like
spectral palimpsests, visual reminders that language once covered the event in euphemism.

Ethically, Fox exposes the problem of staging abuse without reenacting harm. She keeps the
camera at the level of a child’s eye, crops adult bodies, and cuts away at crucial moments, refusing
voyeurism while still conveying violation. The age-swap device is central to the film’s ethics: it
denies the viewer the comfort of seeing Jennifer as an older teen and instead forces us to confront
the full extent of the abuse. In other words, The Tale doesn’t just say that memory is fragmented,
it breaks film conventions so that we can physically feel the fracture.

The Perks of Being a Wallflower

Stephen Chbosky’s 2012 film adaptation of his 1999 novel depicts trauma as something that
seeps through a teenager’s body before they can even put it into words. The film opens with
Charlie’s first letter: “Dear friend, I am writing to you because she said you listen and understand”.
This establishes an epistolary frame that is intimate yet anonymous. This narrative device
exemplifies Gilmore’s (2001) limits of autobiography: Charlie can confess only to a faceless
addressee, circling his pain indirectly. His voice-over, like Jennifer’s in The Tale, is composed at
first but repeatedly falters, skipping details, trailing off mid-thought, and shifting topics abruptly,
formal signs of a memory that cannot yet be held in linear order (Caruth, 1996). Somatic symptoms
appear almost immediately. On his first day of school, the camera shows Charlie’s clenched fists
and shallow breaths; cafeteria noise is muffled as he descends into a panic attack (00:24:31).
During Christmas celebrations, after an affectionate touch on his thigh by Sam, a girl he is attracted
to, Charlie freezes, dissociates, and then spirals into a breakdown (01:17:58-01:36:00). Such
moments capture visually van der Kolk’s (2014) argument that the body keeps the score: Charlie’s
nervous system is still reacting to Aunt Helen’s abuse even when his conscious mind does not
remember it. Dissociation is marked cinematically by soft focus, slowed diegetic sound, and
sudden insert shots — Aunt Helen’s hand, Christmas lights, a spinning record. The editing mimics
an autonomic surge: fast, disorienting cuts followed by a collapse into stillness. Haptic visuality
(Marks, 2000) is achieved through sound and movement as much as touchable texture. A tunnel
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sequence (00:47:19) bathes viewers in roaring wind, vibrating steel, and David Bowie’s song
“Heroes”. When Sam stands on the truck’s open bed and spreads her arms, the camera lingers on
her hair whipping and jacket flapping, inviting the audience to feel the rush by means of
proprioceptive memory. After watching her, Charlie’s says, “I feel infinite”, naming a bodily state
of temporary transcendence. Crucially, when the David Bowie song recurs later, it carries a
different weight, its once-liberating chords now tinged with anxiety, demonstrating how sensory
cues can be reinscribed by trauma. The mixtape itself is a haptic object: passed hand-to-hand, its
plastic click and tape hiss conjure tactility and care, aligning with Marks’s (2000) claim that media
can act like skin.

Color and lighting underscore Charlie’s fluctuating regulation of his emotions. Friendship
scenes radiate hot ambers and rich holiday reds; hospital and breakdown scenes are shot in cold
blues and harsh whites, visually tracking emotional numbness. The camera angle frequently
replicates Charlie’s point of view: eye-level photography, shallow depth of field, and sporadic
blurring replicate his bodily confusion. Parties have somatic dissonance: for instance, in the Rocky
Horror performances, jump cuts and dynamic handheld camera movements invoke euphoria as
well as overstimulation, pleasure tinged with a sense of being overwhelmed. Dialogue punctuates
somatic pivots — moments, often consisting of no more than a single line of dialogue, that mark
a shift in bodily or affective register rather than advancing the plot. When Mr. Anderson, Charlie’s
English teacher, says gently, “We accept the love we think we deserve” (00:32:14), it feels like a
physical shift in perspective. When Charlie later repeats it to Sam (01:20:58), emotional
understanding is tied to a sense of bodily release. Sam’s vulnerable question,“Why do I and
everyone I love pick people who treat us like we’re nothing?” (01:20:44), creates a moment of
shared regulation: the soundtrack drops, breaths are audible, touch is careful. When Charlie
whispers, “I don’t know if I can” (01:36:22) as panic crests, the clipped syntax mirrors
breathlessness. These brief lines, under 25 words, operate as either affective triggers or balms,
marking physiological turning points rather than merely advancing the plot.

Spatial design literalizes inner states. The tunnel is a liminal artery, a dark constraint that
paradoxically delivers exhilaration when traversed with friends. Bedrooms function as both
sanctuary and site of collapse: note the contrast between Charlie’s warmly lit, poster-filled room
during mixtape exchanges with friends and the dim, fragmented shots during his breakdown.
School hallways become labyrinths of noise and gaze, as the editing isolates Charlie in shallow
focus while the background blurs into threatening motion. Cars, couches, and kitchen tables serve
as micro-spaces of co-regulation where touch is negotiated and emotional disclosures are buffered
by snacks, music, or shared jokes.

Ethically, Chbosky (2012) avoids explicit depiction of abuse, instead conveying its impact
through fragments and aftermath. Flashbacks are partial and sensory — fabric textures, a hand, a
doorway — avoiding voyeuristic detail while still making violation legible. This choice respects
both character and audience boundaries while acknowledging, with Gilmore (2001), that some
truths can only be shown indirectly. The actors’ performance styles support this ethical choice,
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with Logan Lerman (Charlie) communicating dissociation through delayed reactions and downcast
gaze, and Emma Watson (Sam) modulating touch with open palms and quick release, modeling
consent and care. Ezra Miller (Charlie’s openly gay friend Patrick) uses humor and ornamentation
as affective labor, regulating group mood, a queer caregiving role that complicates the centrality
of heteronormative romance.

Finally, the epistolary frame is crucial. Letters allow Charlie to carefully construct a self,
editing as he goes, yet they also externalize feeling, moving it from his body to the page. The
eventual cessation of letters signals a partial integration: he no longer needs an anonymous
interlocutor to process sensation. Yet the film ends not with total mastery but with a renewed tunnel
ride, looping back to sensation, this time knowingly. Perks thus enacts Caruth’s (1996) and van
der Kolk’s (2014) insights together: healing is iterative, is felt before it is fully understood, and is
always, somehow, in the body.

Discussion

Trauma as Belated Sensation: Time, Narrative, and Haptic Feeling

Both The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012) and The Tale (Fox, 2018) require that
spectators move toward trauma not as a secret to be deciphered but as an experience of suffering
to be undergone. Instead of giving primacy to exposition, both films center textures, rhythms,
silences, and physical movements that convey anguish and affection. This move away from telling
and toward feeling resonates with Caruth’s (1996) determination that trauma is essentially an event
that cannot be grasped in full at the time of its happening but that comes back later in flashes,
symptoms, or deficits. Fox (2018) and Chbosky (2012) accordingly have staged cinematic
situations where the viewer is compelled to take up a liminal posture of half-knowledge, grasping
enough to recognize the hurt, but without the luxury of smooth narrative closure. By focusing on
somatic signs, such as rapid breathing, rigid posture, startled flinches, and ecstatic releases, the
films echo van der Kolk’s (2014) claim that the body keeps the score, holding experiential residues
that language cannot easily convey. Marks’s (2000) notion of haptic visuality is equally crucial
here: close-ups of sweating skin, trembling hands, or dust motes in a beam of light invite tactile
identification, as though the eye might reach out and touch. At the level of structure, both works
refuse tidy autobiography; instead, they enact what Gilmore (2001) called the limits of
autobiography, where testimony becomes fragmented, recursive, and ethically fraught. Taken
together, these frameworks illuminate how film can convert private pain into a communicable
sensory event without betraying its complexity.

Caruth’s (1996) theorization of trauma as an experience that is not fully known when it
happens, but only upon its repetitive return, finds vivid articulation in both narratives. In The Tale
(Fox, 2018), adult Jennifer initially clings to a coherent, prideful story — “I was a tough girl; I was
in control” (00:18:12) — only to confront visual and affective evidence that contradicts that script.
When the actress playing 13-year-old Jennifer suddenly becomes a visibly younger child mid-
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scene (00:42:27), the film materializes that belated shock of realization. The substitution functions
as a cinematic symptom: a rupture in representation that mirrors the rupture in memory. Similarly,
Perks (Chbosky, 2012) delays the explicit naming of Charlie’s abuse until late in the film,
scattering clues through panic attacks, dissociative blankness, and a sexuality-saturated discomfort
he cannot decode. Only after Sam’s gentle touch during their Christmas exchange (01:18:05) does
a cascade of flash fragments and bodily collapse precipitate recognition of his trauma. In both
cases, the belated surfacing of truth is not presented in a neat revelation scene but as a messy,
embodied unraveling that underscores how trauma resists linear disclosure and insists on return.

Caruth’s (1996) paradigm also clarifies why both scripts refuse tidy flashbacks that “explain
everything”. Flashbacks arrive as shards, cropped frames, overexposed stills, and muffled audio,
signaling that what returns is partial, affectively charged, and resistant to integration. The Tale’s
archival photographs are repeatedly recontextualized; a smiling child now appears isolated, the
adult eye suddenly registering the predatory framing. In Perks, the montage of Aunt Helen’s hand
on Charlie’s shoulder is cut with Christmas lights and a spinning record, linking festivity with
violation, a classic example of associative return. Such formal choices enact what Caruth (1996)
called the “insistence of the wound” — a compulsion to repeat that is less about remembering than
about an unresolved claim upon the psyche.

Marks (2000) argued that certain cinematic strategies invite viewers to experience images as
if through touch. The Tale repeatedly frames tactile surfaces, leather reins sliding through small
fingers, horsehair brushing a child’s thigh, sweat glistening on adult skin, held long enough to
provoke a cringe. The texture of the digital image subtly roughens during memory reconstructions.
In Perks, hapticity operates through sound and motion as much as texture: the tunnel scene bathes
the audience in roaring wind, pulsating headlights, and Bowie’s “Heroes”, conjuring a shared
vestibular thrill when Charlie says, “I feel infinite” (00:47:19). Later, the same song’s reprise
carries a different weight, its once-liberating chords now tinged with anxiety, demonstrating how
aural textures can be reinscribed with traumatic valence. By mobilizing haptic cues, both films
bypass intellectual defences, imposing sensation directly on the viewer.

The editing in both films follows patterns that echo physiological rhythms, turning montage
into a kind of cinematic cardiogram. Throughout The Tale, montage sequences showing Jennifer
searching — sifting through boxes, flipping through old photographs, rewatching interviews —
are played at a near-metronomic pace. This pace approximates controlled breathing exercises used
in trauma therapy, where the durations of inhalation and exhalation are made symmetrical in order
to control arousal (van der Kolk, 2014). As Jennifer approaches the core memory of her trauma,
the pace of cuts accelerates, frames constrict, and diegetic sound reaches a peak, replicating the
sympathetic nervous system flood during a trigger. In Perks, the school year’s cyclical structure
imposes a temporal loop: homecoming, Christmas, graduation. Montages of passing lockers or
spinning vinyl create a soothing, repetitive rhythm, but these are punctured by abrupt intrusions:
sudden close-ups and static shots that yank the spectator into Charlie’s dysregulated time. Caruth’s
(1996) belatedness appears here as temporal arrhythmia: the narrative heart skips beats, then races.
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Marks’s (2000) hapticity can be temporal as well: long takes encourage a tactile lingering, while
rapid cuts jab like pinpricks. Gilmore’s (2001) observation regarding shattered autobiography is
brought to life in the pace of the edit, condensing memory’s jerky starts and fits into experienced
duration. These rhythmic techniques remind us that time, much like touch, can be felt in the body.

Key lines of dialogue highlight each film, acting either as verbal triggers or soothing balms.
For instance, in The Tale (Fox, 2018), the rising tone of Jennifer’s question, “How old was I?”
(00:41:55) breaks her earlier certainty. The film abruptly switches to her younger self, linking the
sound to this visual shock. Her earlier line, “This is a love story” (00:07:03), now carries a chill of
dramatic irony, revealing the linguistic defences that trauma has erected. In Perks (Chbosky,
2012), Charlie whispers, “I feel infinite” (00:47:19), a phrase that comes back later with deeper
meaning when Sam asks, “Why do I and everyone I love pick people who treat us like we’re
nothing?” (01:20:44). Charlie answers by repeating Mr. Anderson’s words, “We accept the love
we think we deserve” (01:20:58), knitting communal recognition from personal pain. Echoing his
earlier breakdowns, a crack in Charlie's composure resurfaces when he mutters, “I don’t know if' I
can” (01:36:22) as panic takes over; the short clause mirrors breathlessness. At under 20 words
each, these brief quoted moments become a somatic pivot around which affect swings,
underscoring how dialogue can operate as an embodied event rather than a mere aid to exposition.

The Body Keeps the Score: Space, Sound, Performance, Relation, and Comparative Healing

If Caruth (1996) helps us read temporal disjunction, van der Kolk (2014) equips us to interpret
the corporeal languages through which trauma persists. Jennifer’s shoulders hunch when she
reenters the barn (00:39:02); she inhales shallowly, scanning the space as if her muscles could
rediscover what her mind has obscured. Charlie’s body, by contrast, oscillates between collapse
and adrenaline spikes: he faints at the school cafeteria (00:24:31), hyperventilates in his bedroom
after an affectionate kiss from Sam (01:17:58), and later curls up on the floor as fragmented images
of Aunt Helen surge through his mind (01:35:46). These physiological expressions are not mere
color; they are narrative in another register, communicating the “score” that the body keeps (van
der Kolk, 2014). Moreover, both films depict moments of co-regulation — therapeutic or friendly
bodies helping regulate traumatized bodies. Jennifer’s partner holds her hand as she reads old
letters; Charlie’s friends surround him on the couch after his breakdown (01:37:12), modeling the
polyvagal logic that safety is somatically communicated through proximity and tone (Porges,
2011). By such means, the films visualize trauma’s residue and suggest relational pathways for
somatic calming.

Sound is the stealthy carrier of somatic cueing in both films. In The Tale (Fox, 2018), the low
hum of the fan in the barn (00:39:02) resurfaces whenever Jennifer’s memory edges toward the
abuse, an auditory leitmotif that tightens her chest and can evoke the same response in the
audience. The creak of the door, the snap of reins, and the predator’s measured breathing are mixed
at near-whisper levels, encouraging the audience to literally lean in. In Perks (Chbosky, 2012),
mixtapes become affective containers. When Mr. Anderson says, “We accept the love we think
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we deserve” (00:32:14), the line is delivered gently over a quiet classroom ambience, imprinting
as a sensory as well as an intellectual insight. Silence is equally potent: after Sam touches Charlie’s
thigh, the soundtrack drops to a muted hum, amplifying his ragged breath and the thudding of his
heart, recreating the autonomic surge of a trigger. These sound architectures demonstrate the
ability of film to bring the spectator’s nervous system into resonance with a character’s state of
embodiment.

Space in trauma cinema is rarely neutral. The Tale (Fox, 2018) hinges on the barn, a site of
violation masquerading as one of mentorship. The camera’s hesitant tracking shots when adult
Jennifer reenters the barn replicate cautious bodily movement; objects are approached obliquely,
as if touching them might burn. Small, crowded rooms and plain white offices show how
institutions limit and control the way her story is told. In Perks (Chbosky, 2012), the tunnel is both
an in-between space and a place of freedom, where Sam and Charlie ride with their arms wide
open, feeling the wind. Bedrooms can be places of comfort or breakdown, with warm light during
happy moments and cold blue light in lonely ones. Doorways, stairs, and cars can become settings
for pauses and turning points. By showing how bodies move through these spaces, the films turn
places into a kind of physical map of emotion and memory. Together, the two films show different
but connected ways of dealing with trauma. The Tale focuses on telling one’s own story. The adult
survivor, director Jennifer Fox, pieces together her past, gives it new meaning, and takes back her
power while carefully deciding how to present her younger self. The visual age-swap, document
overlays, and interrogative voiceover all dramatize the labor of saying “this happened” without
oversimplifying its harm. Perks, conversely, foregrounds communal holding environments,
friendship circles, teacherly care, and therapeutic institutions, where the traumatized body can be
sensed, soothed, and slowly integrated. Here, letters stand in for testimony, allowing Charlie to
speak obliquely until he is ready to do so directly. Both directors’ strategies hold merit: one asserts
narrative sovereignty (Gilmore, 2001), and the other prioritizes somatic co-regulation (van der
Kolk, 2014). The films, then, map a specturm of healing practice, reminding us that there is no one
script for all survivors.

Acting choices in these films foreground embodiment as authorship. Fox (2018) directs the
adult Jennifer to carry tension in her jaw and shoulders, signaling a control that is more defensive
than calm. The younger actresses mirror this tension in miniature, creating a cross-temporal
somatic rthyme. The mid-scene actor replacement is emphasized by a performance choice: the
younger child’s hesitant eye contact and stiff gait contrast sharply with the 13-year-old’s
performative confidence, exposing grooming’s taught scripts. Chbosky (2012) elicits from Charlie
a repertoire of micro-expressions — downcast eyes, half-smiles, delayed responses — that convey
dissociation and hypervigilance without explicit dialogue. Sam modulates touch delicately, with
open palms and brief contacts, modeling consent and sensitivity. Recalling van der Kolk's (2014)
emphasis on safety and co-regulation, her careful touch offers Charlie's nervous system a cue of
safety rather than threat — an embodied counterpoint to the trauma his own body carries.
Moreover, authorial embodiment matters: Fox’s autobiographical stake infuses the film with an
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ethical urgency; she has exposed her personal story to the world. Gilmore (2001) would note that
such self-inscription complicates truth claims, yet it also empowers survivors to script their own
representation. Performance becomes a way of understanding. The actors’ bodies find movements
and breaths that words cannot fully express, and the camera captures these moments so the
audience can feel them too.

Ethics, Method, Limits, and Loops: Toward a Somatic Praxis

Showing childhood sexual abuse in a film raises difficult ethical questions. How much should
be shown, and from whose perspective? Fox’s (2018) use of the age-swap device may upset some
viewers but refuses to blur the truth of the survivor’s age. Chbosky (2012) chose not to show the
abuse directly, instead using sensory fragments and aftermaths. As Marks (2000) and Gilmore
(2001) noted, touch and fragmented memory can both hurt and protect. By carefully choosing
when to cut away and when to linger, both films try to balance witnessing with avoiding
exploitation. The films also consider the audience’s role. Caruth (1996) warns against turning
trauma into spectacle: experiencing emotion is not the same as understanding. Fox openly shows
how memory is reconstructed, using documents and reenactments to remind viewers that what
they see is mediated. Chbosky’s gentler style shows friendships that respect boundaries and offer
models for support. Marks’s idea of “hapticity” complicates empathy: physical closeness can
comfort, but it can also invade. For teachers or facilitators, screenings should be followed by
discussion, treating emotional reactions as valuable information. The goal is to feel deeply, take
pauses, and afterwards reflect.

This project took a phenomenological approach, focusing on how the films create lived, bodily
sensations. Each scene was closely examined for gesture, sound, and space, revealing patterns that
a plot-focused reading could miss. Reflexive journaling, tracking things like muscle tension and
changes in breath, follows Sobchack’s (1992) idea that watching a film is an embodied experience.
van der Kolk’s (2014) work on how bodies respond to trauma supports the view that audience
reactions can be a form of knowledge. Gilmore (2001) reminds us of the limits of testimony, so
these readings are presented with humility, not as absolute truths. Future studies could combine
close reading with biometric data to see how films that engage touch and sensation affect viewers
collectively. Counting breaths, timing silences, cataloguing textures — all are empirical acts, if we
broaden what counts as data. Limitations remain. These films occupy Western, Anglophone
inflected spaces, potentially narrowing cultural scripts of trauma. The aesthetic codes of
independent filmmaking (grainy images, handheld camera, epistolary voiceover) may not travel
globally: timestamps may vary by edition since censorship trims can alter cue placement.

While four theorists anchor this study, adding Herman (1992) or Porges (2011) could thicken
the framework. Herman pointed out that trauma shatters one’s identity, relationships, and sense of
security, frequently producing a fragmented narrative and loss of memory. Porges, in his polyvagal
theory, explained that the autonomic nervous system continuously and unconsciously scans for
cues of safety or danger, a process he termed neuroception, shifting the body between states of
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social engagement, fight-or-flight, and shutdown; this framework helps account for why moments
of touch, tone, and proximity in both films are able to visibly move a traumatized body out of
defensive states and toward regulation. Future projects might compare documentary testimonies,
virtual reality (VR) experiences, or non-Western trauma cinemas to test whether haptic strategies
translate easily into each of these settings, or overwhelm. Where the films are shown affects how
they are experienced. The Tale premiered on the HBO cable network, so viewers missed the deep,
physical rumble of theater sound. Perks, however, played in cinemas, where audiences could feel
the sound in their own bodies. Studying trauma films in other cultural settings could also bring out
different ways of understanding trauma through ideas like spirits, curses, and ancestral hauntings,
rather than medically.

Bringing together the ideas of Caruth (1996), van der Kolk (2014), Marks (2000), and Gilmore
(2001) shows that looping is a key pattern in both films. There are time loops, like flashbacks that
return to the same moment; sensory loops, like repeated songs or sounds; and story loops, like
letters or voiceovers that begin again but with new meaning. Caruth’s idea of delayed return is one
kind of loop; van der Kolk’s repetition compulsion is another; Marks’s focus on touch and repeated
sensations is a third; and Gilmore’s rewriting of personal stories is a fourth. In The Tale, Jennifer
goes back to old places, photos, and phrases like “I was in control”, giving them new meaning. In
Perks, Charlie's letters always open the same way, “Dear friend”, but their function gradually
shifts: what began as indirect confession to a faceless addressee becomes, by the film's end, a self-
sustaining act of integration that Charlie no longer needs an anonymous listener to complete. The
second tunnel ride, which takes place after the letters cease, marks this shift experientially; Charlie
now inhabits the same sensation with new understanding, rather than needing to have it explained
to him. These loops are not signs of being stuck, they work like spirals, where each return brings
more clarity and emotional balance. Spectators are cued to inhabit these loops: note the difference
between the two tunnel rides, or Jennifer’s altered breathing in her second barn visit. Looping
resists false finality, honoring Gilmore’s (2001) ethical demand that testimony admit its instability.
van der Kolk (2014) reminds us that bodies do not heal on command; repetition is necessary. Marks
(2000) shows that empathy is practice: keep touching, noticing, adjusting. Cinema’s replay/rewind
capacity literalizes the loop, offering paced engagement with pain. Loops thus mediate rupture and
repair, letting bodies, stories, and images circle safely until meaning can be gently held. Finally,
The Tale and The Perks of Being a Wallflower demonstrate that film can render trauma felt in the
body before it is understood by the mind. With concepts like Caruth’s belatedness, van der Kolk’s
bodily residues, Marks’s haptic spectatorship, and Gilmore’s broken testimony as guides, these
films create sensory grammars worthy of trauma’s multiplicity. To “remember” might initially be
to shudder, to wince, or to fly, to feel either infinite or inordinately small. The ethical invitation is
clear: attend to sensation, respect gaps, and accept that some stories live under the skin.

165



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 153-167

Conclusion

This analysis demonstrates that film mediates trauma through multisensory experiences,
facilitating embodied understanding and suggesting potential pathways toward healing. Cinema’s
power to make trauma palpable lies in its multisensory grammar, images, textures, rhythms, and
silences that bypass language and speak directly to the body (Marks, 2000; Sobchack, 1992). The
Tale (Fox, 2018) and The Perks of Being a Wallflower (Chbosky, 2012) demonstrate that
childhood sexual abuse often resurfaces first as somatic memory: tightened muscles, dissociative
blurs, ecstatic rushes. Guided by Caruth’s (1996) theory of belated return, van der Kolk’s (2014)
insistence that the body keeps the score, Marks’s (2000) concept of haptic visuality, and Gilmore’s
(2001) account of testimonial fragmentation, this study has shown how both films translate
unspeakable histories into shareable, felt knowledge. They refuse tidy “revelation” plots, instead
inviting spectators to inhabit uncertainty and bodily discomfort, an ethics of watching that
recognizes trauma’s resistance to neat narration (Herman, 1992). The Tale offers a model of
testimonial agency. Formal ruptures, most strikingly the mid-scene age-swap, force a visceral
reckoning with realities that Jennifer’s words have long disguised, aligning with Gilmore’s (2001)
contention that trauma autobiography must expose its own limits. Perks, on the other hand, centers
relational co-regulation: letters serve as transitional objects, music and gentle touch calm the
nervous system (Porges, 2011; van der Kolk, 2014). Combined, the movies map convergent
healing trajectories of self-authorship and communal holding, highlighting that recovery is plural
and iterative rather than singular and definitive.

Methodologically, treating viewers’ physiological reactions as analytic data (Ahmed, 2004)
expands film study beyond text to embodied encounter. Future work might pair biometric tracking
with close reading to map how specific haptic cues choreograph collective affect, provided such
research foregrounds participant care. Cross-cultural comparisons could reveal alternative sensory
grammars, spirits, ancestral hauntings, or ritual as cinematic vehicles for trauma memory. VR
platforms, with their intensified haptics, raise fresh ethical questions: How much bodily immersion
aids empathy, and when might it risk retraumatization? To “remember” on screen, these films
suggest, is first to feel: a gasp, a flinch, a soaring wind in a tunnel. They remind us that certain
truths enter consciousness sideways, through a song that suddenly stings, a photograph that
realigns perspective, or a breath that catches without warning. By honoring the body’s knowledge,
The Tale and The Perks of Being a Wallflower move trauma studies beyond testimony alone,
showing that integration begins not with perfect recall but with the slow, sensory labor of learning
to hold experience in word, image, and flesh alike.
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