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Motivation  

Something has changed in Western theatre in recent decades. Not suddenly—the process began 

at least in the 1970s—and not uniformly. But the change is real and recognizable: the visual 

image has acquired an autonomous status. It is no longer subordinate to the dramatic narrative, 

nor does it merely serve the function of illustrating or supporting a text, a character, or a scenic 

context. It has become, in many cases, a meaning-generating principle in its own right. Hans-

Thies Lehmann identifies the postdramatic rupture with the dramatic theatre of the 20th century 

starting from the 1970s, but the process of autonomization of the scenic image has deeper 

roots—in Craig, Appia, Artaud—and continues to intensify in contemporary practice. 

Performances such as Romeo Castellucci's Inferno, Silviu Purcărete's Faust, or Heiner 

Goebbels's Stifters Dinge cannot be understood through the tools of classical dramaturgical 

analysis—they demand a theoretical framework capable of treating the scenic image as an 

autonomous object, with its own ontology, its own semiotics, and its own politics. 

The central question guiding this research is: how do the image and the imaginary function as 

epistemological and aesthetic operators in contemporary theatre and performance practices? 

By epistemological operator, we mean that the scenic image produces a specific mode of 

knowledge—irreducible to verbal description and accessible only through direct perceptive 

experience. By aesthetic operator, we mean that it structures the spectator's experience at the 

level of affect, embodiment, and memory, prior to any reflexive interpretation. The two 

dimensions are distinct and complementary: the first concerns what can be known about a 

performance, while the second concerns what is produced within the spectator through contact 

with the scenic image. 

Let us also clarify what this question is not: it is not a question about the artistic value of the 

analyzed performances, nor about the directors' intentions. It is an epistemological and 

aesthetic question—about the mechanisms through which the image produces meaning, 

activates the imaginary, transforms the spectator, and negotiates with the power structures of 

visibility. The thesis demonstrates that there are multiple distinct ways in which the image can 

function in contemporary scenic practices—which has led to the identification of eleven visual 

regimes, each with its own internal logic. 

 



CHAPTER 1. Introduction 

The thesis investigates the ontological reconfiguration of the image in the contemporary 

performing arts — the transition from a status subordinated to dramatic logocentrism toward a 

fully autonomous iconicity. The stage image is redefined as an operator with dual, 

interdependent functions: epistemological (a mode of knowledge irreducible to discourse, 

residing in perceptual experience) and aesthetic (structuring the spectator’s sensory experience 

at a pre-reflexive level, prior to any operation of intellectual mediation). The stage image does 

not transmit a pre-existing meaning; it institutes meaning in the act of visualization, 

conditioned by the collective imaginary — a culturally sedimented symbolic infrastructure, a 

constitutive filter of any act of perception. 

The objectives concern articulating a transdisciplinary theoretical framework that assimilates 

contributions from Bildwissenschaft, the phenomenology of the imaginary, and performative 

semiotics, culminating in a transferable visual-analysis grid capable of decoding the 

mechanisms by which stage visual regimes negotiate the relations among visibility, power, and 

subjectivity. 

CHAPTER 2. State of the Art: Bildwissenschaft, the philosophy of the imaginary, and 

performative aesthetics 

The chapter critically maps the convergent theoretical territories in defining the image as 

operator, identifying the points of rupture and the zones of congruence among systems of 

thought that have often operated in disciplinary isolation. 

2.1. Bildwissenschaft: the autonomy of the image between ontology, anthropology, and 

visual culture 

The fertile tension between Gottfried Boehm’s “iconic turn” — meaning emerging directly 

from visual configuration — and W. J. T. Mitchell’s “pictorial turn” — the image as a social 

actor with its own “will” — constitutes the first frame of analysis. Hans Belting’s body–

medium–image triad grounds the ontology of the stage image, demonstrating that it is produced 

through the symbolic investment of a material support by a living body. Horst Bredekamp’s 

theory of the image-act (Bildakt) demonstrates the agency of the image — its capacity to 

generate experience and action independently of the director’s intention. 

 



2.2. The imaginary: phenomenology, symbolic anthropology, and social theory 

The imaginary is posited as the constitutive matrix of the real. Bachelard’s topo-analysis 

explores the affective resonance of images in intimate space; Durand’s system offers the deep 

anthropological structure underlying any symbolic production. Castoriadis’s theory of the 

instituting social imaginary provides the tools for analyzing how a performance can generate 

radical meanings. The autonomy of images in Wunenburger and the mechanism of subjective 

identification in Lacan complete this direction, offering an integrated perspective on how the 

imaginary both precedes and exceeds the stage event. 

2.3. Performative theory and the aesthetics of the spectacle 

Fischer-Lichte’s autopoietic feedback loop defines the performance as an emergent process 

produced through the physical co-presence of participants. Postdramatic theater in Lehmann 

grounds the autonomy of the image from the hierarchy of the literary text. Schechner’s restored 

behavior connects the present act to collective bodily memory, while Phelan affirms 

ephemerality as a form of political resistance. The chapter closes with Rancière’s theory of the 

distribution of the sensible, establishing the indissoluble link between performative aesthetics 

and the politics of visibility. 

2.4. Gaps identified in the existing literature 

The chapter’s synthesis identifies the absence of a unified theoretical framework capable of 

rigorously articulating these directions in the study of contemporary theater. The specialized 

literature oscillates between aesthetic description and semiotic analysis, without integrating the 

political and ontological function of the image-operator. The chapter justifies the elaboration 

of an original analytical grid capable of explaining how the stage image institutes meaning and 

negotiates visibility within the postcommunist context. 

CHAPTER 3. Operational conceptual definitions 

3.1. The image: event, act, relation 

The stage image is defined as a dynamic process (Belting: Image–Medium–Body), as an entity 

endowed with its own agency through Bredekamp’s Bildakt, and as a space of iconic 

difference (Boehm), where meaning emerges from visual configuration independently of 

linguistic logic. The image becomes a space for negotiating presence, functioning as an 

operator. 



3.2. The imaginary: generative field and symbolic infrastructure 

The imaginary is conceptualized as an invisible infrastructure that conditions visibility. 

Castoriadis’s distinction between the instituted imaginary and the instituting imaginary defines 

the performance’s capacity to generate meanings that exceed sedimented codes. Wunenburger 

posits it as a generative faculty and matrix of meanings; Durand, as an a priori filter of sensible 

experience. 

3.3. The visual regime: the architecture of the gaze and of power 

The visual regime is defined as an instrument mediating between the aesthetic and political 

instances. Martin Jay grounds the gaze as a historical and cultural construction; Mirzoeff 

describes the visual regime as a configuration of relations among subject, image, and power — 

deciding what is exposed and what remains in shadow. Rancière articulates it as a specific order 

of visibility and participation. 

3.4. The image as operator: epistemological and aesthetic functions 

As an epistemological operator, the image generates non-discursive knowledge, access to 

meanings irreducible to language (Mitchell, What Do Pictures Want?). As an aesthetic 

operator, it manages sensory intensities, shaping the spectator’s experience beyond 

logocentrism (Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre). The image becomes an active instrument for 

reconfiguring consciousness and the public imaginary. 

CHAPTER 4. Theoretical foundations 

The chapter extends the analysis from the ontology of the image toward its ethical and political 

dimension, investigating how the stage image inscribes itself in networks of power. 

4.1. The origins and limits of mimesis: from Aristotle to the postdramatic 

The critical reassessment of mimesis traces the crisis of representation in postdramatic theater: 

the image refuses the function of “double” of the world in order to become a mechanism for 

producing new regimes of existence (Lehmann). The stage is transformed from a space of 

mirroring into one of production. 

4.2. The social imaginary: Castoriadis and Wunenburger 

Castoriadis grounds the performance’s autonomy to institute reality ex nihilo through the 

power of figuration. The instituted imaginary represents the set of sedimented conventions re-



signified by the public; visual regimes function as a magma of meanings, refusing reduction to 

decodable symbols — visible in the aesthetic density of Purcărete’s productions. Wunenburger 

adds three dimensions: the ontological thickness of the image, the mechanism of Lacanian 

dispossession, and the constitutive political dimension — the imaginary as a force that precedes 

and produces social reality, overdetermining propositions that claim to be purely rational. 

4.3. Bildwissenschaft applied to the stage: Bildakt and corporeality 

The Belting triad is articulated with the autopoietic feedback loop (Fischer-Lichte): the re-

incorporation of exterior images transforms participants’ bodies into living media that co-

produce the stage image in real time. Bredekamp allows for the analysis of imaginal acts: the 

schematic act (Goebbels: the mechanical pianos force the image out of latency), the substitutive 

act (Ostermeier: representation institutes the character), the intrinsic act (Castellucci: the 

materiality of the body structures perception). In Lepage, digital technology augments the triad, 

the pixel becoming an active medium. 

The principle of survival articulates two dynamics: Nachleben (Warburg) as a structural 

citation of the instituted imaginary, visible in Purcărete, and survivance (Didi-Huberman) as 

the return of the repressed, mobilized politically by Cărbunariu and concentrated in the 

vulnerabilized sacred of Castellucci. 

4.4. Power, discourse, and the politics of visuality 

Foucault (Discipline and Punish) demonstrates that modern power operates through the 

organization of visibility: the panoptic model, transposed onto theatrical space, reveals the 

disciplined actor’s body and the frontal configuration as a geography of asymmetric looking 

— which Purcărete contests through the use of industrial halls. Rancière identifies the political 

stakes of stage interventions: Cărbunariu extracts the document from the private archive into 

public discourse, Pirici transforms the museum from a device of conservation into a space of 

collective action. Mirzoeff adds the material genealogy of domination; counter-visuality claims 

the “right to look” as an act of autonomy. The Foucault–Rancière–Mirzoeff synthesis provides 

the integrated framework for the political analysis of the stage visual regime. 

 

 



4.5. The genealogy of the visual regime: from the ontology of representation to the politics 

of the gaze 

Mimesis questions the relation between image and the real, reconfigured by postdramatic 

theater through the productive disorientation of the autopoietic feedback loop. The theory of 

the social imaginary adds the collective dimension (Castoriadis, Wunenburger). 

Bildwissenschaft shifts toward the perceptual event: material conditions of production 

(Belting), the agency of the image (Bredekamp), temporal stratification (Didi-Huberman). The 

politics of visuality situates these mechanisms within the field of power: the regime of visibility 

as a device (Foucault), fractured through dissensus (Rancière). The visual regime synthesizes 

the relation to the real, culture, the subject, and power. 

CHAPTER 5. The semiotics of theatre and performance 

Semiotics provides the analysis of the performance with the rigor necessary to describe how 

stage signs function. The chapter traces the path from classical structuralism toward 

performative critique, demonstrating why analysis through visual regimes becomes a necessary 

mediating tool where semiotics stops short. 

5.1. Structuralism and its limits: from Saussure to the semiotics of theater 

The Saussurean sign — arbitrary, differential — encounters, in theater, the resistance of 

indexicality: the actor’s body also functions as an index of presence, producing affect through 

material contiguity. Kowzan’s taxonomy (13 sign systems) remains an inventory of 

components, incapable of describing the unpredictable resonances that transcend the sum of 

the systems. Elam’s model — the spectator decoding a message through an “encyclopedia” of 

conventions — is sabotaged by the practices of Castellucci or Sehgal. Structuralism cannot 

integrate the political dimension of the visual regime, which necessitates the shift to analyzing 

the performance as visual regime. 

5.2. Triadic semiotics: Peirce and the typology of the stage sign 

Peirce’s triadic model (representamen–object–interpretant) allows for describing the mobility 

of the stage sign: icon, index, and symbol coexist in varying proportions. Contemporary 

practices shift the emphasis toward indexicality — the vulnerabilized body in Castellucci, the 

absence of the object in Sehgal, the density of masses in Purcărete. The shift toward the index 

suspends the protection of rational decoding; the image becomes a force of impact that disturbs 

the spectator prior to any interpretation. 



5.3. The open work and the active spectator: Umberto Eco 

Eco (The Open Work) grounds the interpretive plurality of postdramatic theater: the work as 

“controlled disorder,” open to a series of readings actualized by the receiver. The concept of 

intentio operis explains hypocodification — the absence of the code needed producing opacity 

— visible in the face of the Castellucci or Cărbunariu regime. The limits of the model become 

evident where visual impact precedes any intellectual interpretation, describing structure and 

competencies without touching the performative event. 

5.4. Beyond semiotics: performative aesthetics and the limits of analysis 

Fischer-Lichte, Schechner, Pavis, and Lehmann identify three dimensions inaccessible to 

traditional semiotics: eventness (the processuality that vanishes with the interaction of bodies), 

corporeality (physical presence that disturbs the spectator prior to decoding), and the 

transformative dimension (the modification of the spectator’s state beyond mere 

representation, a direct ontological experience). 

5.5. Why semiotics is not sufficient for the analysis of visual regimes 

The move from semiotics to analysis through visual regimes marks a difference of level: the 

former describes the mechanisms of signification, the latter investigates the political and 

affective organization of the gaze. In Castellucci, semiotics identifies the cultural signs but 

cannot describe the physiological metaphysical shock that precedes decoding; in Pirici and 

Pelmuș, the inventory of signs omits the essential stakes. Four instruments that exceed the 

semiotic paradigm cover this gap: the dispositif (Foucault), the distribution of the sensible 

(Rancière), survivance (Didi-Huberman), and Bildakt (Bredekamp). 

CHAPTER 6. Body, action, and visual power in theater and performance 

The chapter defines the stage body as a material presence that exerts a direct action upon the 

spectator, exceeding its function as a vehicle of signs. The analysis articulates an ontology of 

the body as medium of the image (the vertical of the present) and a politics of visibility that 

interrogates the right to occupy the stage (the horizontal of memory), both conditioned by the 

field of power. 

6.1. The body as source and support of the image: Jerzy Grotowski 

Grotowski (via negativa, the total act) grounds the body as the sole irreducible element of the 

stage act. Through the elimination of technical mediators, the body realizes the complete model 



of the body as medium (Belting): the image is produced directly between bodies, leaving in the 

spectator the trace of a genuine perceptual and organic modification. This logic of presence is 

subsequently radicalized by Abramović, and reappears in the form of energetic intensity in 

Purcărete. 

6.2. Theater as ritual and transformation: Richard Schechner 

Schechner shifts the analysis from the individual body to the social body: restored behavior 

describes how gestures and rituals re-actualize collective bodily memory, each gesture carrying 

in its structure the history of all the bodies that performed it. If Grotowski explores the depth 

of the encounter (the vertical of the present), Schechner brings out its temporal thickness (the 

horizontal of memory). Restored behavior functions as a mechanism for the reincarnation of 

the instituted imaginary (Castoriadis) through living bodies. 

6.3. Ephemerality, the document, and visual memory: Peggy Phelan 

Phelan defines the ontology of performance through ephemerality: the refusal of 

reproducibility as an act of political resistance against market logic. What remains is an 

embodied resonance, a modification of the subject’s perceptual threshold — not a stored image. 

Tino Sehgal radicalizes this position by prohibiting documentation, confirming that the 

memory of the stage imaginary is constituted from the bodily traces of experience. 

6.4. Theatrical anthropology and the pre-expressive body: Eugenio Barba 

Barba identifies at the pre-expressive level recurrent transcultural principles that generate the 

“body-in-life”: a scenic bios capable of demanding the spectator’s attention through the extra-

daily quality of energy, prior to the transmission of any message or the decoding of any cultural 

sign. Unlike Grotowski — who wagers on eliminating layers to reach the total act — Barba 

maps the techniques that make possible an encounter beyond cultural boundaries. 

6.5. Power, visibility, and counter-visuality 

Foucault demonstrates that modernity produces the body through disciplinary techniques; 

panopticism induces a state of permanent visibility, also applied to the performing arts through 

academies and pedagogical canons. Mirzoeff radicalizes the perspective: counter-visuality 

claims the “right to look” as an act of autonomy against the authority of the normal. Pirici and 

Pelmuș occupy spaces with marginalized corporealities, Abramović refuses the aestheticization 

of the female body, Sehgal sabotages the regime of reproduction, Goebbels redistributes the 



field of the sensible in the absence of the human body. The order of the sensible (Rancière) and 

visuality (Mirzoeff) converge in defining the performance as a space for negotiating political 

subjectivity. 

6.6. Marina Abramović: the body as absolute presence 

Abramović grounds the body as the primary medium of the artistic act: presence derives from 

radical exposure and vulnerability, pain functioning as a threshold for transgressing perceptual 

limits. The Artist Is Present confirms that the vertical of the present functions independently of 

any prior cultural code — the audience’s affective reaction demonstrating that the effect 

precedes the decoding of any sign system. Rhythm 0 tests the limits of this claim, revealing the 

brutal force of power in the absence of internalized disciplinary norms. Abramović’s practice 

institutes an ethics of looking in which the spectator becomes a participant bearing concrete 

responsibility — a dimension also found in Castellucci, where the vulnerabilized body compels 

an engagement that exceeds contemplation. 

6.7. Synthesis: the stage body as medium of the imaginary 

The resulting analytical grid articulates the vertical of the present (intensity and 

unrepeatability) and the horizontal of memory (the temporal extension of restored 

behaviors), both conditioned by the field of power that authorizes or marginalizes presence and 

memory. The body as medium (Belting) acquires vital specificity: the medium is living and 

vulnerable, the stage image appearing exclusively in the relation between the body that 

produces and the one that receives. The stage imaginary is eminently relational, constituted in 

the tension between the perpetuating force of collective symbolic structures and the 

disciplinary regimes of visual politics. Every stage act can reproduce the existing order or 

contest it through counter-visuality, the performance remaining a space of continuous 

negotiation. 

CHAPTER 7. The hermeneutics of the spectacle: interpretation, context, meaning 

The chapter adds the interpreter where the previous analyses described the image, the body, 

and power. The four perspectives are complementary: Gadamer — the interpreter as tradition; 

Ricoeur — the interpreter as narrative; Rancière — the interpreter as political position; Didi-

Huberman — the interpreter as stratified visual memory. 

 



7.1. Tradition and understanding in theatrical reception: Gadamer 

Gadamer rejects neutral access to objective meaning: prejudices are constitutive structures of 

anticipation, without which the work cannot become meaningful. The fusion of horizons — 

the horizon of the work and the horizon of the interpreter mutually expanding through contact 

— produces a situated understanding (that of today’s Romanian spectator watching Purcărete’s 

Faust), never a universal one: the face of Christ superimposed on the sick father in Castellucci 

produces radically different fusions in spectators with different cultural biographies, all equally 

legitimate. 

The model of play as the ontology of the work describes the spectator’s participation as 

involvement, not distanced contemplation — the mechanism that Fischer-Lichte called the 

autopoietic feedback loop, now viewed from the perspective of long-term cultural formation 

that precedes any concrete interaction. 

7.2. Living metaphor and visual narrativity: Ricoeur 

Living metaphor (La Métaphore vive) is an event of meaning that produces a seeing-as, 

irreducible to paraphrase: Castellucci’s image in Sul concetto di volto nel figlio di Dio 

maintains maximal tension between the sacred and the everyday, refusing any moral or 

theological conclusion. The same mechanism operates in the collective body in Purcărete, 

Goebbels’s pianos, or the re-enactment in Pelmuș. 

Narrative identity (Oneself as Another) explains why the effects of a performance sediment 

over time: the spectator integrates stage images into the narratives through which they 

understand themselves (ipse identity), gradually re-narrativizing the experience. Goebbels’s 

Stifters Dinge — without a human body, without an identifiable narrative — produces a 

narrative disturbance whose productivity lies precisely in the suspension of the ordinary 

narrative function. 

7.3. The spectator as active interpreter: Rancière 

Rancière marks the limit of hermeneutics: the act of interpretation is an autonomous translation, 

independent of artistic intention, and the emancipation of the spectator is a condition of theater, 

not an effect of it. The spectator produces their own reading from the images they are 

confronted with — an uncontrollable reading, as Castellucci himself acknowledges: his work 

consists in deferring the arrival of meaning. 



Against Gadamer and Ricoeur, Rancière thematizes the structural inequality of horizons: the 

distribution of the sensible pre-forms them under conditions of inequality that hermeneutics 

cannot ignore. Alexandra Pirici’s practice temporarily suspends this inequality, transforming 

public space into a laboratory of interpretive equality. 

7.4. Images, resistance, and survival: Didi-Huberman 

Didi-Huberman proposes an attitude toward the image that goes beyond both tautology (the 

image is what we see) and hermeneutic belief (the image conceals a meaning to be discovered): 

the interpreter agrees to be dispossessed of their own savoir in relation to it. His analysis of the 

clandestine photographs from Auschwitz (Images in Spite of All) radicalizes this position: the 

interpreter does not emerge with a meaning, but with a modification in how they will 

subsequently relate to images. 

The concept of Nachleben (developed in Chapter 4.3) describes the survival of images as active 

structures: in Castellucci, visual symptoms act directly on the nervous system before any 

decoding; in Purcărete, the mass of actors in Faust re-actualizes archetypal images through 

structural survival; in Cărbunariu, the materials in Tipografic Majuscul function as images in 

spite of all. Didi-Huberman covers a dimension the other three perspectives do not reach: the 

limit of interpretation as a productive hermeneutic effect in itself. 

7.5. Synthesis: the integrated model of the stage interpreter 

The four perspectives describe the same interpreter from complementary angles: as tradition 

(Gadamer), as narrative (Ricoeur), as political position (Rancière), and as stratified visual 

memory (Didi-Huberman). The integrated model shows that reception is not decoding, fusion, 

translation, or confrontation with a limit — but all of these simultaneously, in proportions that 

vary according to the type of stage image and the spectator’s cultural biography. Without 

this model of the interpreter, the analysis of the performance remains the analysis of an object 

without a subject; with it, it becomes the analysis of an event. 



 

 

CHAPTER  8. Methodological framework 

The theatrical and performance event is ephemeral, corporeal, and relational: it refuses the 

objectual fixity of the traditional arts. The methodology adopted abandons textual exegesis in 

favor of a phenomenological and semiotic approach that prioritizes the event over the object, 

documenting the process by which meaning emerges within the space of co-presence between 

performer and spectator. 

8.1. Type of research and epistemological paradigm 

The thesis adopts an interpretive-constructivist perspective: meaning is actively constructed 

through the dialogue among sources, theories, and the researcher’s own vision, and the 

performance — an ephemeral event, not a static object — cannot exist apart from the act of 

reception. The research operates on two mutually dependent levels: theoretical (elaborating the 

conceptual framework in Chapters 2–7) and applied (analytical demonstration through case 

studies in Chapter 9). The grid applied functions as an instrument of inquiry, not of objective 

classification: its answers are interpretations, not factual findings; the typology of visual 

regimes is inductive, not predetermined. 

8.2. Principal methods 

8.2.1. Performance analysis 

The primary method is performance analysis — the interpretation of how stage elements 

produce images, activate the collective imaginary, and position the spectator within a particular 

regime of visibility. Primary sources are: video recordings (with explicit acknowledgment of 

their limitations relative to live experience), published critical documentation (reviews, 

essays), program notes and dramatic texts, and artists’ statements and interviews. The 

analytical grid functions as a map of questions, not as an algorithmic framework: contradictions 

among dimensions are themselves analytically productive. 

8.2.2. Comparative analysis 

The research operates along two complementary dimensions. The synchronic dimension places 

international practices (Castellucci, Marthaler, Goebbels, Lepage, 



Ostermeier, Sehgal) in dialogue with Romanian ones (Purcărete, Cărbunariu, Afrim, Pelmuș, 

Pirici) — mapping distinct visual regimes without value hierarchy, theoretically grounded in 

Rancière: the distribution of the sensible has specific configurations with analyzable power 

relations, not value hierarchies to be reproduced. The diachronic dimension traces the tension 

between established theatrical traditions and emerging forms of performance, allowing the 

identification of paradigm shifts: postdramatic theater (Lehmann) and the performance 

practices of Sehgal, Pirici, or Pelmuș operate on logics irreducible to one another. 

8.3. The central analytical tool: the visual analysis grid 

The thesis’s central methodological contribution is a visual analysis grid constructed at the 

intersection of the integrated theoretical framework (Bildwissenschaft, the theory of the 

imaginary, performative aesthetics, hermeneutics) with the actual practice of performance 

analysis. The ontological grid from Chapter 6 describes what the performance is as an event; 

the analytical grid from this chapter describes what can be known about it. The three 

ontological axes — the vertical of the present, the horizontal of memory, the field of power — 

reappear, reformulated analytically, in the grid’s five dimensions. 

Based on the comparative analysis of the stage practices studied, we propose an inductive 

typology of eleven visual regimes: 

Visual Regime Characteristics Artist Imaginary activated 

Metaphysical autonomous image, 

vulnerable body, perceptual 

shock 

Castellucci the sacred, trauma, deep 

cultural memory 

Of technological 

memory 

multimedia, transformable 

scenography, visual 

stratification 

Lepage collective memory, 

cinematic imaginary 

Critical-alienating banality, repetition, void, 

dilated time 

Marthaler ideology of bourgeois 

comfort 

Of critical 

recognition 

realism, psychological 

identification, reflexive 

distance 

Ostermeier contemporary social-

democratic imaginary 



Visual Regime Characteristics Artist Imaginary activated 

Post-

anthropocentric 

absence of the human body, 

autonomous device, active 

object 

Goebbels technical, post-human 

Dematerialized ephemeral, intersubjective, 

refusal of the object 

Sehgal relational, resistance to 

the economy of the image 

Archaic-collective collective body, symbolic 

density, archetypal memory 

Purcărete mythological, traditional 

Documentary-

critical 

fragmentary, archive, ethical 

distance 

Cărbunariu postcommunist memory, 

political imaginary 

Affective-

mnemonic 

the everyday, periphery, 

sensory resonance 

Afrim personal memory, 

postcommunist affective 

imaginary 

Corporeal-

collective 

re-enactment, anonymous 

body, historical structures 

Pelmuș suppressed history, 

collective bodily memory 

Counter-visual redistribution of visibility, 

political act, refusal of 

contemplation 

Pirici instituting imaginary, 

canon in motion 

 

8.3.1. Dimension 1 — The dominant visual regime 

Identifies how a performance organizes the relation among image, viewer, and meaning. The 

indicators concern: the organization of the stage/auditorium relation; the degree of iconicity or 

indexicality of the images; the representation/presence ratio; the type of engagement required 

of the spectator; the cultural anchoring of the imaginary activated. The visual regime is also 

determined by the institutional field in which the performance is produced: Purcărete in the 

industrial hall in Sibiu and Purcărete in a conventional repertory theater produce different 

visual regimes. 

8.3.2. Dimension 2 — The type of imaginal act 

Applies Bredekamp’s typology: the schematic act (through form and structure, organizing 

perception through recognition), the substitutive act (the actor’s body replaces the character, 



the object replaces reality), and the intrinsic act (color, texture, sound acting directly, without 

representing or substituting). In Castellucci, the sick body functions simultaneously as intrinsic 

and indexical; in Ostermeier, predominantly substitutive with moments of indexicality; in 

Goebbels, the absence of the body produces a negative schematic act. Corresponds to the 

vertical of the present from Chapter 6. 

8.3.3. Dimension 3 — The body as medium of the image 

Interrogates the mode of bodily signification: iconic (resemblance to a character or cultural 

figure), indexical (real presence, direct connection to the spectator’s experience), or symbolic 

(cultural convention). In Castellucci, the body functions predominantly indexically — material 

presence acts before semiotic codification; in Ostermeier, predominantly iconically; in 

Purcărete, individual bodies are iconic, but the collective bodily mass produces indexical 

effects. Goebbels represents the limit case: the absence of the human body means the stage 

image is produced exclusively within the spectator’s imaginary. 

8.3.4. Dimension 4 — The relation to the collective imaginary 

Interrogates which structures of the collective imaginary a performance activates or contests, 

using the Castoriadian distinction between the instituted imaginary (reproduction of 

sedimented codes) and the instituting imaginary (rupture, innovation, contestation). The 

Nachleben of images, archetypal structures, and the relation to specific cultural memory are 

the principal indicators. Afrim activates a postcommunist imaginary fully accessible only to 

spectators with that cultural biography; Purcărete activates a broader European mythological 

imaginary. Pelmuș and Pirici work through disturbance: their re-enactments revise the 

instituted memory, reintroducing bodies and practices that it has excluded. Corresponds to the 

horizontal of memory from Chapter 6. 

8.3.5. Dimension 5 — The spectator’s political position 

Articulates Rancière’s perspective (the distribution of the sensible) with Mirzoeff’s (counter-

visuality): how does the performance distribute positions of seeing, of audibility, and of 

enunciability? In Sehgal, the conventional distribution of stage positions is dissolved; in 

Castellucci, the spectator is forced to confront the limits of their own interpretation; in Pirici, 

the spectator becomes part of the visible field of the performance; in Ostermeier, the spectator’s 

emancipation presupposes a full cultural competence that is not itself put into question. This 

dimension is articulated with the model of the interpreter from Chapter 7: the emancipated 



spectator has a hermeneutic horizon (Gadamer), a narrative identity (Ricoeur), a stratified 

visual memory (Didi-Huberman). 

8.3.6. Synthesis of the analytical grid 

The table below brings together the five dimensions with the operational questions, indicators, 

and theoretical anchoring. Applied to Sul concetto di volto nel figlio di Dio (Castellucci, 2011): 

the predominant intrinsic act (D2) corresponds to bodily indexicality (D3) and the image’s 

resistance to interpretation (D5); the disturbance of the instituted sacred imaginary (D4) 

determines the metaphysical shock regime (D1). The grid produces a map of modes of 

functioning, not a single answer. 

Dimension 

Operational 

question Principal indicators Theoretical anchoring 

1. 

Dominant 

visual 

regime 

How does the 

performance 

organize the 

relation among 

image, viewer, 

and meaning? 

Stage/auditorium 

organization; degree of 

iconicity/indexicality; 

representation/presence ratio; 

type of spectator engagement; 

cultural anchoring 

Rancière (distribution of 

the sensible); Mirzoeff 

(counter-visuality); 

Foucault (field of power) 

2. Type of 

imaginal 

act 

How does the 

image act — 

through form, 

through 

substitution, or 

through its own 

materiality? 

Mode of effect production; 

presence/absence of narrative; 

pre-reflexive vs. post-

cognitive degree; immediate 

vs. accumulated effect 

Bredekamp (imaginal 

acts: schematic, 

substitutive, intrinsic) 

3. The body 

as medium 

of the 

image 

What image does 

the performer’s 

body produce, 

and through what 

mode of 

signification? 

Visibility of bodily technique; 

presence/absence of character; 

degree of vulnerabilization; 

activation of cultural codes 

vs. pre-reflexive effects 

Peirce (semiotic triad); 

Schechner (restored 

behavior); Fischer-

Lichte (aesthetics of the 

performative) 



Dimension 

Operational 

question Principal indicators Theoretical anchoring 

4. Relation 

to the 

collective 

imaginary 

What structures 

of the collective 

imaginary does 

the performance 

activate or 

contest? 

Archetypal structures 

activated; degree of 

reproduction/contestation; 

how Nachleben is activated; 

relation to specific cultural 

memory 

Castoriadis 

(instituted/instituting); 

Durand (archetypal 

structures); Warburg 

(Nachleben); 

Wunenburger 

5. The 

spectator’s 

political 

position 

How does the 

performance 

distribute 

positions of 

seeing? Does it 

produce an 

emancipated 

spectator or 

reproduce a 

passive one? 

Spatial configuration of 

stage/auditorium; cultural 

competence required; message 

to be decoded vs. event to be 

traversed; positioning relative 

to stage bodies 

Rancière (the 

emancipated spectator); 

Mirzoeff (counter-

visuality); Didi-

Huberman (image-

symptom) 

8.4. Corpus and sources 

The corpus consists of eleven case studies — six international artists and five Romanian artists 

— selected on the basis of four criteria: relevance to the research 

question, geographic and cultural representativeness, availability of primary sources, and 

analytical complementarity (the corpus as a whole covers the spectrum of the proposed 

typology, without redundant overlaps). Sources are divided into: primary artistic sources (video 

recordings, photographs, program notes), primary reflexive sources (interviews, manifestos, 

artists’ writings — especially relevant for Abramović, Goebbels, Sehgal), secondary specialist 

sources, and archival sources (for the Romanian case studies: Dilema veche, Observator 

cultural, Scena.ro, Revista Teatrul azi). 

8.5. Methodological limits and risks 

Five limits are explicitly acknowledged. (1) Video recording is an interpretation that cannot 

transmit the sensory and bodily dimension of live experience (Phelan); where it is the sole 



source, the analysis is explicitly limited to what can be reconstructed from it. (2) The grid is a 

heuristic simplification; where practice exceeds the categories, this excess itself becomes an 

analytical result. (3) The researcher’s position vis-à-vis the Romanian case studies introduces 

the risk of insufficient critical distance, managed by applying the same grid to all the artists. 

(4) Uneven documentation: for Purcărete, Cărbunariu, and Afrim there is substantial video 

documentation and critical commentary, the productions having also been seen live; for Pelmuș 

and Pirici, the analysis relies predominantly on the artists’ statements and photographic 

documentation. (5) A fundamental reflexive limit: the analytical grid produces knowledge 

about the performance, it does not reproduce its experience. The distinction between the 

ontological grid (Chapter 6) and the analytical grid (Chapter 8) will never fully coincide — and 

this non-coincidence is the condition of possibility for knowledge in performance studies. 

CHAPTER 9. Case studies: visual regimes in contemporary stage practices 

9.1. Criteria for selecting the case-study corpus 

The corpus comprises eleven case studies selected on the basis of four cumulative criteria: 

relevance to the research question (each practitioner illustrates a distinct visual regime), 

geographic and cultural representativeness (six artists with predominantly international activity 

and five Romanian artists or artists with significant activity in the Romanian sphere), 

accessibility of primary documentation, and analytical complementarity (the corpus as a whole 

covers the spectrum of the typology without redundant overlaps). The studies are organized 

into two groups — international artists (9.2–9.7) and Romanian artists (9.9–9.13) — separated 

by an analytical transition (9.8), following a logic of contrasts and complementarities, moving 

from regimes tied to representation toward those that overturn or abandon it, and from the 

archaic collective imaginary toward political counter-visuality. 

9.2. The visual regime of technological memory: Robert Lepage and scenographic 

dramaturgy 

In Lepage, scenography precedes and generates dramaturgy: the performance is built through 

objects, space, and image, through the RSVP/Repère cycles, in which a resource — object, 

place, or era — functions as a generative matrix. Poll identifies three structural components: 

historico-spatial mapping (space as an imaginal archive), metamorphic scenography 

(transformation as narrative meaning, through visual analogy), and kinetic bodies (the actor as 

a component of the device, not an autonomous medium). The reference productions — La 



Trilogie des Dragons (1985), Les Aiguilles et l’Opium (1991), La Face cachée de la Lune 

(2000) — demonstrate how cultural and personal memory are made visible through technology 

and analogy, a regime with a predominantly substitutive and schematic imaginal act, and a 

contemplative spectator engaged in reconstitution. 

9.3. The visual regime of shock, the sacred, and the body: Romeo Castellucci and the post-

iconic imaginary 

Castellucci works with the instruments of philosophy, theology, and visual art to produce an 

image that resists being shown, exerting direct pressure on the spectator’s body through noise, 

light, movement, smell, rhythm — an intrinsic imaginal act 

(Bredekamp) taken to maximal intensity, without catharsis. Inferno (2008) constructs the 

imaginary of damnation through radical fragmentation and sensory saturation; Bros (2021) 

theatricalizes the disciplinary mechanism through instructions transmitted in real time via 

headphones, making visible power distributed anonymously (Foucault); Sul concetto di volto 

nel figlio di Dio (2011) confronts the Catholic sacred imaginary with bodily degradation 

through an inverted liturgy of incontinence under the monumental gaze of Christ, producing a 

Nachleben of the sacred as a test of endurance. The productions do not show — they institute 

a reality that pushes the limits of the spectator’s corporeality. 

9.4. Christoph Marthaler: the imaginary as sedimented duration 

Anna Viebrock’s scenographies — waiting rooms with peeling paint, 1960s offices frozen in 

time, hotel corridors with worn furniture — fill the forms of non-place (Augé) with a diffuse 

collective memory, activating images in the spectator’s body through pre-reflexive resonance 

(Bachelard). King Size (2013) subverts the Liederabend from within, producing an imaginary 

of musical nostalgia and failed intimacy; Aucune idée (2021) treats the gap with the 

meticulousness of an experiment, systematically deactivating the spectator’s expectations; 

Schutz vor der Zukunft (2005), staged in the Psychiatric Pavilion of Vienna’s Otto Wagner 

Hospital — the site of the Aktion T4 crimes — creates an ethical confrontation in which the 

restored behavior of the place cannot be separated from the songs sung for the murdered 

children. The Marthalerian regime produces states in which interpretation is suspended, a 

residue that has not crystallized into a reading. 

 

 



9.5. Thomas Ostermeier: the imaginary of critical recognition 

Pappelbaum’s scenographies precisely reproduce recognizable social spaces, exploiting the 

perceptual property whereby recognizing a space automatically activates the structures of 

power inscribed within it (habitus, Bourdieu). Ein Volksfeind / An Enemy of the People (2012) 

makes perceptible the distance between spectatorial consent and effective political action 

through the participatory mechanism of the fourth act; Hamlet (2008) transforms political 

corruption into physical pressure through the pit of earth that extends beyond the 

stage/auditorium boundary; Nora (2002) transposes panopticism (Foucault) into the 

architecture of a fully transparent apartment, eliminating any symbolic exit and motivating the 

logic of the modified ending. The productions produce a spectator who recognizes a structure 

of power that they usually pass through without seeing. 

9.6. Heiner Goebbels: the post-anthropocentric imaginary 

Goebbels builds structures in which no stage element is subordinated to another, each following 

its own logic — a musical principle applied to theater, systematized in Aesthetics of Absence 

(Routledge, 2015). Stifters Dinge (2007, 250+ venues over 18 years of touring): five 

mechanical pianos above pools of water, without any human performer; the spectator projects 

intention and presence onto the pianos, making visible the mechanism by which humanity is 

attributed to any absence. Eraritjaritjaka — musée des phrases (2004): the actor André Wilms 

leaves the stage, a live camera follows him through Frankfurt — the immediate body and the 

mediatized image of that same body demonstrate that the functions Belting unifies can be 

disassociated and distributed across different media. 

9.7. Tino Sehgal: the intersubjective imaginary 

Sehgal prohibits any form of visual or material documentation; the analysis relies exclusively 

on verified secondary sources. The works are constructed situations — frameworks of rules 

within which action unfolds unpredictably through the interaction between performers and 

visitors: This Progress (Guggenheim, 2010), These Associations (Tate Modern, 2012), This 

Variation (dOCUMENTA 13, 2012). The Belting triad remains active with a unique 

configuration: the performer’s body is the sole medium, the image produced is an image of the 

intersubjective relation. The spectator’s emancipation does not occur because the artist 

produces it — it is the structural condition of the situation (Rancière). Bishop identifies the 

final paradox: the scarcity of access controls the market logic that the practice claims to contest. 



9.8. The postcommunist field and the visual regimes of peripherality: analytical transition 

The move to the Romanian corpus does not mark a descent in the analysis — it requires 

discussing the specific institutional field, which conditions the visual regimes produced. 

Piotrowski: East European practices develop in distinct semiotic and ideological spaces, 

irreducible to local translations of the Western typology. The active presence of communist 

and postcommunist memory as a stage layer consistently distinguishes this field: Boym 

distinguishes restorative nostalgia from reflective nostalgia — Afrim and Cărbunariu 

predominantly activate the latter, working with affective and documentary traces of an 

unclosed past. The five practitioners analyzed work within a predominantly repertory-based 

institutional field, with public funding and structuring dependencies, while simultaneously 

displacing the instituted imaginary: through migration toward museum space (Pelmuș, Pirici), 

through the reactivation of material that official theater excludes (Cărbunariu), through the 

construction of an affective register non-conforming to established stage pedagogies (Afrim). 

9.9. The archaic-collective visual regime: Silviu Purcărete and the scenic sublime 

Purcărete multiplies bodies: dozens of actors in synchronized movement generate images of an 

amplitude that no individual body could produce, re-actualizing structures of the European 

cultural imaginary — the Faustian pact, hell, the liminal figures of transgression — through 

Nachleben (Didi-Huberman), not through textual citation. Faust (Sibiu, 2007; Hala Balanța, 

1,500 sq. m, 80 actors, live music by Vasile Șirli): Shuttleworth (Financial Times) — “an 

intellectual richness matching its visceral impact”; Patlanjoglu (Critical Stages) — “a satanic 

production conceived with grace.” The collective body produces intrinsic imaginal acts 

(Bredekamp) through its own materiality and dynamics: the crowd does not symbolize 

something, it possesses an agency of its own that generates a visceral reaction through pure 

material force. The scenic sublime: the overwhelming does not come from the immensity of 

nature (Burke, Kant), but from bodily accumulation; Purcărete blocks the Kantian resolution, 

keeping the spectator immersed without intellectual exit. 

 

9.10. The documentary-critical visual regime: Gianina Cărbunariu and the image as 

visibility 

Cărbunariu starts from the premise that the stage image can make visible a social mechanism 

that the dominant imaginary naturalizes: the document appears on stage as a fracture in reality, 



not as proof of it. Stop the Tempo! (2004, Teatrul Luni, Bucharest): the music stops, bodies 

freeze — the stoppage makes the precariousness of the flow of consumption perceptible. 20/20 

(2009, Târgu Mureș): the 1990 interethnic conflict reconstituted through incompatible 

perspectives carried by the bodies to which they belong, without narrative hierarchy. Tipografic 

Majuscul (2013, Teatrul Odeon): the Securitate files on the teenager Mugur Călinescu — the 

actor does not construct a character but corporealizes the archive (Belting: the body as medium 

of the document), the surveillance mechanism becoming perceptible through utterance. A 

visibilization of the instituted postcommunist imaginary that activates the instituting dimension 

(Castoriadis) without spectacular rupture, but through exposure. 

9.11. The affective-mnemonic visual regime: Radu Afrim and the imaginary of fragility 

Afrim constructs visual tableaux with their own autonomy, from which the action emerges or 

into which it dissolves, activating in the spectator layers of specific postcommunist memory 

through sensory means that precede any critical reading: domestic kitsch, urban periphery, 

traumatized adolescence — everyday objects as 

repositories of memory (Bachelard, material imagination). Plastilina (2005, Ploiești, spectators 

on stage alongside the actors): a translation of Sigarev’s text into the Romanian periphery; 

Rusiecki: “Atrocities with a tender muffler.” Tihna (2015, Târgu Mureș): force from retention, 

not from exposure — states that sediment, not events. Pădurea spânzuraților (2018, TNB): 

Afrim’s most ambitious device, with the tension identified by Popovici (Observator Cultural) 

between depth and the pressing of the contemporary audience’s buttons, pushing the limits of 

the affective-mnemonic regime toward a symbolic register. Unlike Cărbunariu, Afrim 

sediments the instituted postcommunist imaginary without subjecting it to explicit critical 

scrutiny. 

9.12. The visual regime of collective bodily memory: Manuel Pelmuș and corporeality as 

political archive 

Pelmuș operates exclusively within museum space, which is not a neutral context but the 

critical object of his practice: a device of canonization that decides what is seen and who is 

represented. Permanent Collection (Kunsthalle Wien, Munchmuseet Oslo, Timișoara, 2021–

2023): performers reactivate, solely through bodily movement, references from art history and 

the gestures of the international workers who built the museums — bodies absent from the 

permanent collections. Re-enactment as real labor of keeping collective memory alive: the 



predominant imaginal act is substitutive (Bredekamp), with the distinction that the substitution 

aims at re-actualization, not illusion. At the end of the day, when the performers leave, the 

museum remains “empty” — demonstrating that cultural memory is a permanent action, not a 

definitively acquired good. Proksch-Weilguni: the 2013 Venice project (with Alexandra Pirici) 

re-evaluated strategies of institutional critique from the perspective of postcommunist East 

European experience. 

9.13. The active counter-visual regime: Alexandra Pirici and corporeality as an analytical 

instrument of power 

Pirici builds a practice at the intersection of dance, visual art, and the political critique of visual 

regimes, with a logic established by If You Don’t Want Us, We Want You (Bucharest, 2011): 

the human body as an instrument capable of occupying and reconfiguring systems of 

representation — the monument, the museum, the algorithm — from within. Signals (9th 

Berlin Biennale, 2016): performers in motion-capture suits corporealize content ranked by the 

EdgeRank algorithm — the spectator becomes the “user,” the body becomes data, the 

institution becomes a three-dimensional screen, the invisible mechanism of the decision of 

visibility becoming sensorially perceptible. Aggregate (Neuer Berliner Kunstverein, 2017; Art 

Basel, 

2019): 60+ performers reactivate, without hierarchy, Michelangelo’s David, Depeche Mode, 

Romanian folk music, and hand signals from the Occupy movement — the refusal of hierarchy 

dismantles the pyramidal, Eurocentric structure of artistic value (Piotrowski). Pirici exercises 

a more frontal counter-visuality than Pelmuș: she exposes the mechanisms by which what is 

visible is decided, producing the most active spectator in the entire thesis corpus. 

9.14. The typology of visual regimes: analytical conclusions 

The analytical grid from Chapter 8 operated along five dimensions, producing distributions 

with lines of demarcation less intuitive than they first appear. On the dimension of the imaginal 

act, the intrinsic act dominates practices with immediate affective impact (Castellucci, 

Goebbels, Marthaler, Purcărete, Afrim), while the schematic act characterizes practices with 

explicit critical dimension (Cărbunariu, Sehgal, Pirici). On the political dimension of the 

spectator, Sehgal and Marthaler produce spectators alienated from their own comfort through 

opposite mechanisms; Cărbunariu and Pirici produce the most active spectators in the corpus; 

Castellucci and Goebbels produce spectators fractured by the impossible; Purcărete and Afrim 



produce absorbed spectators. The comparative reading confirms that no visual regime is neutral 

with respect to power: even practices that do not explicitly thematize the mechanisms of 

visibility occupy a position within the field of the distribution of the sensible (Rancière). 

Visual Regime Artist 

Main 

characteristics 

Dominant 

imaginal act 

Imaginary 

activated 

Spectator’s 

political position 

Metaphysical Castellucci vulnerable body, 

perceptual shock, 

impossible image 

intrinsic + 

substitutive 

the sacred, 

trauma, deep 

cultural memory 

fractured, 

exceeded by the 

represented 

impossible 

Of technological 

memory 

Lepage multimedia, 

metamorphic 

scenography, 

stratification 

substitutive 

+ schematic 

collective 

memory, 

cinematic 

imaginary 

contemplative, 

engaged in 

reconstitution 

Critical-

alienating 

Marthaler banality, 

repetition, void, 

dilated time 

schematic ideology of 

bourgeois 

comfort 

alienated from 

their own 

aesthetic 

comfort 

Of critical 

recognition 

Ostermeier realism, 

identification, 

reflexive distance 

substitutive contemporary 

social-

democratic 

imaginary 

critical 

recognition 

through 

identification 

Post-

anthropocentric 

Goebbels absence of the 

human body, 

autonomous 

device 

intrinsic technical, post-

human 

disoriented, 

forced into pure 

perceptual 

attention 

Dematerialized Sehgal ephemeral, 

intersubjective, 

refusal of the 

object 

schematic relational, 

resistance to the 

economy of the 

image 

dispossessed, 

emancipated 

through non-

control 

Archaic-

collective 

Purcărete collective body, 

symbolic density, 

archetypal 

memory 

intrinsic mythological, 

traditional 

absorbed into the 

collective 

imaginary, 

immersive 

Documentary-

critical 

Cărbunariu fragmentary, 

archive, ethical 

distance 

schematic postcommunist 

memory, 

political 

imaginary 

active, aware of 

the hidden 

mechanism 



Visual Regime Artist 

Main 

characteristics 

Dominant 

imaginal act 

Imaginary 

activated 

Spectator’s 

political position 

Affective-

mnemonic 

Afrim the everyday, 

periphery, 

sensory 

resonance 

intrinsic personal 

memory, 

postcommunist 

affective 

imaginary 

absorbed, 

personal 

narrative 

background 

activated 

Corporeal-

collective 

Pelmuș re-enactment, 

anonymous body, 

historical 

structures 

substitutive 

+ schematic 

suppressed 

history, 

collective bodily 

memory 

contemplative 

toward excluded 

memory 

Counter-visual Pirici redistribution of 

visibility, 

political act, 

refusal of 

contemplation 

schematic + 

substitutive 

instituting 

imaginary, canon 

in motion 

active, 

participant in the 

production of 

visibility 

On the horizontal of memory, the diversity of layers activated is the most productive result of 

the comparison: from the Catholic sacral imaginary (Castellucci) to the memory of worn 

everydayness (Marthaler), from the postcommunist archive of repression (Cărbunariu) to the 

memories of labor and unrepresented corporealities (Pelmuș, Pirici). The two elements that 

consistently differentiate the Romanian practices from the international ones are the field of 

power (direct dependence on state-funded institutions) and the mnemonic stratum (the 

postcommunist material without a 

counterpart in the international corpus) — a distinct complexity, not an inferior one. The 

typology has three acknowledged limits: of the corpus (an argued, not exhaustive, selection), 

temporal (regimes transform along with practice), and of the grid (other theoretical frameworks 

would produce other distinctions). 

CHAPTER 10. Conclusions 

The thesis has constructed an articulated answer around two pivot concepts: the visual regime 

— a specific mode of organizing the stage image and the political function of visibility — and 

the visual analysis grid — an original methodological instrument with five dimensions, 

operationalizing this typology for performance analysis. 

 



10.1. Synthesis of results 

The theoretical framework integrates three domains previously treated separately: 

Bildwissenschaft (Belting, Bredekamp, Didi-Huberman), the semiotics of the performance 

(Saussure, Peirce, Eco, Fischer-Lichte, Lehmann), and performative aesthetics (Fischer-Lichte, 

Schechner, Phelan), supplemented with the political dimension of visibility (Foucault, 

Mirzoeff, Rancière) and the hermeneutics of reception (Gadamer, Ricoeur, Didi-Huberman). 

The central operational distinction is that between image and imaginary: the image is the 

singular, ephemeral, unrepeatable visual event, produced in the interaction between bodies and 

media (Belting, Phelan); the imaginary is the collective symbolic infrastructure that conditions 

the production and reception of images (Castoriadis, Durand, Wunenburger) and that persists 

after the images have vanished. The five Romanian artists are presented with their own visual 

regimes — the postcommunist imaginary of repression (Cărbunariu), the imaginary of the 

affective peripheral everyday (Afrim), collective bodily re-enactment (Pelmuș), the counter-

visuality of the collective act (Pirici), the archaic-collective scenic sublime (Purcărete) — 

demonstrating that contemporary Romanian theater is not the periphery of a Western European 

center, but a field with its own specificity. 

10.2. Answer to the research question and validation of the hypotheses 

The first hypothesis — the image as constitutive operator — is confirmed by all the case 

studies, with one important limit: in Sehgal, the constitutive operator of meaning is not the 

visual image, but the situation — an intersubjective relation irreducible to any identifiable 

imaginal act — indicating the need to extend the theoretical framework to radically 

dematerialized practices. 

The second hypothesis — the collective imaginary as an invisible infrastructure that conditions 

reception — is confirmed differentially: it functions strongly in practices that mobilize cultural 

archetypes (Purcărete), recognized codes (Marthaler), or postcommunist memory 

(Cărbunariu), more weakly in post-anthropocentric practices (Stifters Dinge), 

where the imaginary tends toward free association and individual projection, unmediated by 

any stabilized collective code. 

The third hypothesis — active negotiation with dominant visual regimes — is confirmed most 

directly by Pirici (programmatic counter-visuality), Ostermeier (the subversion of recognition), 

and Castellucci (iconoclastic confrontation). Afrim and Lepage, however, reveal a third 



possibility not anticipated by the hypothesis: alongside contestation and reproduction, there 

exists a position of relative indifference toward the dominant mechanisms of visibility, 

operating within the distribution of the sensible without interrogating it. Dimension 5 of the 

grid must be supplemented with operational indicators for this third position. 

10.3. Limits of the research 

Three limits are constitutive: (1) the limit of performance analysis — the analysis reconstitutes 

the dominant visual regime, not the singular, unrepeatable experience (Phelan); (2) the limit of 

the corpus — the selection from the Western European and Romanian fields cannot be 

extrapolated without further research; (3) the limit of the interpreter — the analyses are 

produced from a specific horizon (Gadamer: the constitutive prejudice of all understanding) 

and do not claim to establish the definitive meaning of the productions, but a coherent, 

documented reading within the explicit theoretical framework constructed — a condition of 

possibility, not a weakness. 

10.4. Directions for future research 

Four directions follow directly from the thesis’s limits: (1) extending the typology to emerging 

practices (post-2018), as a test of the grid’s predictive power; (2) the East European theatrical 

field (Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Serbia, the Baltic states), articulating the 

Castoriadis/Boym/Piotrowski grid with practices that would put pressure on the West/East 

dichotomy implicitly assumed by the present thesis’s corpus; (3) supplementing Dimension 5 

of the grid with indicators for relative indifference toward dominant mechanisms of visibility; 

(4) the live/digital hybridization — the visual regimes produced by the 2020–2022 pandemic 

and by digitalization presuppose a theoretical framework that goes beyond Belting’s premise 

regarding corporeality as the constitutive medium of the stage image. 

10.5. In lieu of a conclusion 

What has resulted is not a unified theory — such a theory would be inadequate to the diversity 

of the practices analyzed — but a typology of diversity: eleven visual regimes that show 

how differently the image can function, from the metaphysical shock of Castellucci to the 

alienating slowness of Marthaler, from the archaic corporeality of Purcărete to the political 

counter-visuality of Pirici. The typology is not the conclusion — it is the instrument. The 

conclusion is that these eleven regimes confirm the same thing: contemporary theater and 

performance have not renounced the image, but have multiplied it, complicated it, politicized 



it. Not even Sehgal, who refuses any stable image, escapes it — he makes it appear through its 

absence, and this absence is itself an image, perhaps the most powerful one. The performance 

is never a simple image — it is always a negotiation of the imaginary. 

 

 

 

 


