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Demolition, decay or debris are just a few of the 
terms commonly used to describe the radical 
theatre of Socìetas Raffaello Sanzio (SRS). The 
aesthetic universe that the company and its 
leading director Romeo Castellucci have been 
developing from the 1980s onwards is indeed 
marked by an unrelenting attempt to shatter 
the boundaries of theatrical representation, 
inaugurating what can be considered a genuine 
theatre of ruins. Less noted, however, is that 
Castellucci exploits ruination not only as 
a gesture of destruction but also as an act 
of creation. In this essay, we will uncover 
this often overlooked aspect in Castellucci’s 
œuvre by demonstrating how his reliance on 
ruins as a structural element of creation goes 
against the prevalent view on ruination as 
the disintegrating loss of a material world. 
Castellucci’s work – despite its radical negation 
of traditional dramatic conventions – discloses 
a particularly constructive side to the idea of 
ruination, which we will elucidate by focusing 
on the discourse that surrounds the theatre 
of SRS as well as on the notebooks that chart 
Castellucci’s creation processes. The picture of 
WKH�UXLQ�WKDW�ZLOO�HPHUJH�IURP�WKHVH�UHˌHFWLRQV�
is a profoundly ambiguous one, as it hovers 
between the hostilities of destruction and the 
potentialities of resurrection. But it is precisely 
this complexity that may explain the powerful 
appeal of Castellucci’s ruinous theatre to 
contemporary audiences.

U N S E T T L I N G  R U I N S

:H�XVXDOO\�WKLQN�RI�UXLQV��'DULXV]�*DˋMF]XN�
writes, ‘as forms of destruction and the 
“unseeding” of life’ that incorporate ‘only the 

traces of former vitality’ and quickly turn into 
emblems of ‘collective nostalgia, melancholy 
romanticism, or the scars of past trauma’ 
(2013: 150). Anyone slightly familiar with 
the theatre of Romeo Castellucci will avow 
that his work can be easily aligned with this 
common understanding of ruins. Already the 
early pieces with which he and his company 
started to tour Europe during the 1990s dazzled 
spectators with a GHˋDQW�DHVWKHWLFV�WKDW�
ruthlessly pulverized some of Western theatre’s 
grand narratives. Works such as Amleto (1992) 
or Orestea (1995) presented visually puzzling 
sceneries that, enfolded in vibrant layers of 
sound and fragmentary language, evoked 
elusive no man’s lands populated by straying 
ˋJXUHV��PHQDFLQJ�PDFKLQHV�DQG�VWXIIHG�RU�HYHQ�
living animals. Parasitically drawing from the 
canon of classical drama, Castellucci subjects 
these stories and their characters to a radical 
ruination that leaves hardly anything intact 
of their original forms. ‘It is when a house is 
burning,’ he maintains, ‘that one can see its 
structure, the reason for its standing’ (2007: 38). 
In contemporary times, Castellucci seems to 
suggest, theatre can only thrive on the ruins 
of its history, not only in terms of storytelling 
but also with regard to the parameters that 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\�GHˋQH�WKH�PHGLXP�RI�WKHDWUH itself.

The latter aspect is arguably most palpable 
in Giulio Cesare, Castellucci’s (1997) version 
of William Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, 
which became instantly notorious for its 
staging of overtly decaying bodies, or, more 
properly in this context, the body in ruins. 
Age, obesity, anorexia and illness ostensibly 
marked the performers of this decidedly 
unconventional cast that Erika Fischer-Lichte 
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somewhat dramatically described as a troupe 
of ‘monstrous, deformed – “cursed” – bodies 
on stage, which appear to have escaped from 
a Breughelian hell spectacle’ (2008: 86). While 
Fischer-Lichte’s phrasing may be a little 
LQˌDWHG�KHUH��LW�LV�QHYHUWKHOHVV�LQGLFDWLYH�RI�WKH�
critical discourse that Castellucci’s work tends 
to elicit. Various scholars testify to the fact 
that his theatrical poetics are predominantly 
experienced as infernal, disastrous or horrifying, 
leaving spectators almost as wounded as the 
ruined bodies that Castellucci puts on stage. 
Bridget Escolme, for instance, claims that for 
her the theatre of SRS generates a ‘discomfort 
that reveals itself in a liberal sense of shock that 
such bodies should be on display’ (2005: 140). 
Helena Grehan similarly regards Castellucci’s 
œuvre as ‘a journey into an unknown 
landscape of harrowing and exquisite images, 
of pain, trauma, silence and sonic ferocity’, 
which ‘makes the spectators vulnerable’ 
(2009: 37). And according to Bryoni Trezise, 
the spectatorship involved here is most aptly 
described as ‘a radical kind of sensationship’, one 
that painfully ‘hurts: morally, emotionally, and 
physically’ (2012: 208, emphasis in original).

Perhaps one of the reasons for the unsettling 
effects of Castellucci’s theatre stems from 
the fact that it exposes an ongoing process of 
ruination instead of merely displaying ruins 
as such. This difference between ‘the ruin’ as 
a stable noun and ‘to ruin’ as an active verb is 
also what underlies the distinction that Þóra 
Pétursdóttir and Bjørnar Olson draw between 
ancient and modern ruins. Whereas the former 
category includes ruins such as those belonging 
to classical antiquity that are preserved in 
a ‘clean, fossilized and terminated’ fashion in 
order to become part of our cultural heritage, 
the latter encompasses ‘ruins of the recent past’ 
WKDW��GXH�WR�WKHLU�XQˋQLVKHG�DQG�ȡWUDQVLHQW�
state’, visualize ‘ruination itself, the active 
process of withering and decay’ (2014: 7). Quite 
tellingly, the authors compare the dynamics of 
ruination with ‘the disintegration of the human 
body’, noting that the discomfort generally 
HQJHQGHUHG�E\�ȡˌHVK�>WKDW@�GHFRPSRVHV�DQG�
rots’ is similar to the disturbing sight of 

seeing the material world deteriorate (8). In 
Castellucci’s case, the ruination he effectuates 
obviously pertains to the world of the theatre, 
rather than to the everyday surroundings in 
which ruins may be encountered. As such, he 
pursues a meta-theatrical form of ruination, 
through which body, text, sound, narrative 
and language are all exposed to a persistent 
de-composition that disrupts the audience’s 
habitual expectations of what to see and 
experience in the theatre.

Due to Castellucci’s focus on deconstructive 
strategies, however, the more constructive 
implications of his work remain easily 
unnoticed. Rather than merely wanting to 
burn the theatre and its traditions down to 
the ground in typically avant-garde fashion, 
he seeks to exploit the fertile potentialities 
WKDW�UHVLGH�LQ�ZKDW��DW�ˋUVW�VLJKW��VHHPV�WR�EH�
a catastrophic wasteland. Even though, in the 
scholarly reception of Castellucci’s theatre, the 
emphasis predominantly lies on the negative 
renunciation of theatrical conventions, there 
is a latent undercurrent that intimates how the 
resulting ruinous aesthetics serve a larger and 
less devastating purpose. These more nuanced 
views come to the fore most clearly in the 
recognition of the ambivalent role that the idea 
of iconoclasm plays in Castellucci’s œuvre.

V O I D I N G  T H E A T R E

To call Romeo Castellucci a modern iconoclast 
LV��LQ�WKH�ˋUVW�LQVWDQFH��WR�FRQˋUP�KRZ�KH�
himself characterizes his work. Describing his 
overarching artistic project as a continuous 
‘iconoclastic struggle’, Castellucci asserts that 
ȡVHWWLQJ�ˋUH�WR�WKH�LPPHQVH�DQG�YDFXRXV�DUFKLYH�
of tradition is the poietic (creative) foundation 
of the armored genesis of theatre’ (2007: 37). 
Already this statement is suggestive of the dual 
intentions behind his purported iconoclasm: 
established theatrical codes are patently 
violated but only to arrive at the creation of 
what he calls ‘another parallel world, another 
language’ (2004: 25). In this manner, ‘the 
reactive effect of iconoclasm … is taken away’, 
and for this reason, it amounts to an ‘exact 
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radical and second creation’ that distinguishes 
itself from other modes of artistic expression, 
‘because it dares to create from nothing’ 
(2007: 40, emphasis in original).

Castellucci’s multiple references to the 
notion of creation are remarkable as they stand 
in stark contrast to what one may term the 
‘catastrophic aesthetics’ of his work in which 
most protagonists are haunted by a tragic 
fate from which they cannot escape. In his 
staging of Gluck’s opera Orphée et Eurydice 
(2014), for instance, Castellucci casts a woman 
suffering from ‘locked-in syndrome’ in the 
role of Eurydice. Her condition, which means 
that she is physically paralysed but cognitively 
conscious, symbolically exacerbates the 
isolation to which Eurydice is condemned in the 
mythological story. But even when Castellucci 
does not put devastatingly ruined bodies on 
stage, his characters are still often involved in 
a bitter struggle to survive the dire situation in 
which they seem to be trapped. For example, On 
the Concept of the Face of God (2010), a piece that 
provoked great controversy due to Castellucci’s 
allegedly blasphemous appropriation of the 
image of Jesus Christ, revolves around a father 
and a son whose bond is indissoluble but 
excruciatingly lethal.

Despite the seemingly fatalistic worldview 
expressed by his work, Castellucci emphatically 
DIˋUPV�WKH�SURGXFWLYH�DVSHFWV�RI�KLV�
iconoclastic approach to theatre. According to 
Gabriella Calchi Novati, the intention here is to 
exploit the creative potential of negation and 
this is best captured in terms of a void. In this 
respect, Novati points to ‘the ironic nature of 
SRS’s iconoclasm’, which is expressed in the 
‘hyperbolic claims’ and ‘paradoxical metaphors’ 
that impregnate the discourse through which 
the company articulates its poetics (2009: 58, 
55). Taking her cue from Claudia Castellucci’s 
contention that ‘when we do not have any 
representation at all, it is then that we have real 
representation’, Novati maintains that ‘it is 
through the void and because of the void that 
SRS is able to touch the “real”’ (54).1 At the 
heart of the iconoclasm pursued by Romeo 
Castellucci and his company, then, is the 

paradoxical ‘negation of representation through 
representation and the negation of theatre 
through theatre’ (57). This, in turn, suggests 
that ‘SRS humiliates, almost destroys, theatre in 
order to glorify it, using theatre as the arena 
where they shape their innovative parables’ (58).

Although Novati certainly succeeds in tracing 
some of the contradictory forces that propel the 
iconoclastic aspirations of Romeo Castellucci 
and SRS, her recourse to the void as a concept 
for understanding the particular nature of 
their iconoclasm as a mode of creation through 
negation remains elusive. As such, to grasp the 
important philosophical resonances of the void 
in Castellucci’s creative process – and thus to 
understand his predilection for ruination – it 
is useful to turn to Matthew Causey’s work. 
According to Causey, Castellucci’s ‘voiding’ of 
traditional theatre is not an entirely negative 
operation. Rather, in his reading, the void is 
characterized by an ambiguous, double-sided 
RSHUDWLRQ��ZKLFK�KH�GHˋQHV�DV follows:

The void is the nothing that is, that which remains 
undecidable, indiscernible, untotalizable, and 
unnameable, but whose being makes a sacred 
space for the thingness, materiality, and historicity 
of the event. (Causey 2006: 191)

&DXVH\�GHYHORSV�WKLV�VSHFLˋF�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�
the void by relying on the philosophy of Alain 
Badiou, who theorized it as an ontological 
category, ‘the proper name of Being’ (2005: 52).2 

According to Badiou, the void designates those 
inconsistent and non-discursive layers of reality 
that elude the structural grasp of language and 
other systems of categorization. ‘The void, in 
a situation, is the unpresentable of 
presentation’, Badiou writes, and from this it 
follows that ‘it is neither local or global, but 
scattered all over, nowhere and everywhere’ 
(57, 55). Perhaps counter-intuitively, the void, 
in Badiou’s terms, is not an instance of pure 
negativity; on the contrary, it embodies 
a multiplicity of forces that undergird the 
potentiality of life and creativity.

Causey regards Castellucci’s work as 
a theatrical manifestation of Badiou’s 
philosophical concept of the void, arguing 
that ‘it is through the creation of a negative 

1 Claudia Castellucci is the 
sibling of Romeo 
Castellucci and generally 
regarded as the 
‘intellectual’ drive behind 
the work of SRS. The essay 
that Novati quotes from is 
a text written by Claudia 
Castellucci in 1983, 
enigmatically titled ‘OAO’.

2 Next to Badiou, there are 
of course several other 
philosophers who have 
dealt with the concept of 
the void, ranging from 
Aristotle to Spinoza, 
Leibniz, Althusser and 
Derrida, among others. 
The rich philosophical 
discourse on the void 
would therefore provide 
an interesting lens to 
analyse the work of 
Castellucci in a more 
elaborate manner than we 
are able to offer here.
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on the stage that Castellucci reaches a visceral 
moment of the here and now’, which constitutes 
‘moments of potentialities, not aporias’ 
(2006: 137, 182). In this sense, Castellucci’s 
ostensible ruination of body, language, sound 
and so forth does not herald the obsolescence 
of theatre as a medium, but rather re-
invents its constitutive elements in order to 
achieve what is arguably the most ancient 
and everlasting aim of theatrical practices: 
to make an alternative reality present to the 
beholder’s eye. Interestingly, for our purposes, 
Causey draws an explicit connection between 
the theatre of SRS and notions of ruins and 
ruination. In his view, the material reality of 
the ‘ruinous and desiccated bodies’ publicly 
exposed by Castellucci collides with the illusory 
mechanisms that traditionally adhere to 
theatrical representation (8). This reveals what 
he terms a ‘ruinous metaphysics’, a concept 
WKDW�LV�ȡSURMHFWHG�RQ�WKH�ˌHVK�RI�WKH�SHUIRUPHU�
and on the remains of the stage’ by acting 
upon and with ‘the ruins of illusion’ (92–3). 
In other words, defying the conventional laws 
and customs of the theatre, as Castellucci does, 
prevents the body from being entirely absorbed 
LQ�WUDQVFHQGHQWDO�VLJQLˋFDWLRQ��SRLQWLQJ�
instead to a metaphysical model grounded in 
corporeal materiality.

The so-called ‘ruinous metaphysics’ that 
Causey aligns with Castellucci’s theatre is best 
understood as an alternative to both 
a ‘transcendent’ and ‘critical’ metaphysics, as 
LGHQWLˋHG�E\�.DQW�LQ�KLV�Critique of Pure Reason 
������>����@��3 While transcendent metaphysics 
is traditionally concerned with laying bare what 
lies beyond human experience, critical 
PHWDSK\VLFV�ȟ�WKDW�.DQW�FODLPHG�WR�SUDFWLFH�
himself – rather aims to articulate those 
(unchanging) structures of thought that 
determine our view on the world and our place 
in it. Both categories, however, tend to 
downplay the materiality of our being in the 
world, which is exactly what Castellucci’s work, 
in Causey’s reading, strives to revaluate. 
Moreover, drawing on the philosophies of 
Foucault and Badiou, Causey argues that this 
‘ruinous metaphysics’, instead of picturing 

WKLQJV�LQ�WKHLU�VXSSRVHGO\�ˋ[HG�DQG�VWDEOH�
condition, shows ‘being as event, not as 
transcendental other’ and thus in a state of 
constant change (2006: 93).

Taken together, the concept of the void 
along with the ruinous metaphysics that 
emerge from it, illuminate the crux of 
Castellucci’s iconoclasm. His intention to strip 
theatrical representation to the point where 
straightforward meaning or easy interpretation 
are thwarted, constitutes a voided space where, 
on the ruins of traditional drama, a distinct type 
of theatrical expression emerges. Castellucci 
writes that ‘the pre-tragic western tradition 
has been completely, forgotten, erased … 
because it involves a theater connected to 
matter and to that which matter generates’ 
(2000: 23). In his desire to restore this repressed 
materiality, Castellucci ruins the theatre 
as we commonly know it, creating instead 
what Ruth Holdsworth describes as a ‘carnal 
theatre’, in which humans, objects, animals and 
optical and acoustic technologies constitute 
a world that calls for a heightened sensuous 
and sensible engagement, rather than for 
discursive understanding alone (2007: 110). In 
WKLV�PDQQHU��&DVWHOOXFFLȢV�ZRUN�DIˋUPV�6YHWODQD�
Boym’s claim that ‘the fascination for ruins is 
not merely intellectual but also sensual’, since 
they give us ‘a shock of a vanishing materiality’, 
a shock that Castellucci seeks to induce by 
returning to the meaning of matter and the 
matter of meaning (2010: 58).

These considerations demonstrate that at 
the heart of Castellucci’s allegedly iconoclastic 
approach to theatre stands an inherent duality 
that hovers between a wilful act to destroy 
established modes of artistic representation 
and a compensatory desire to create a theatrical 
language that reconnects with the remnants of 
a forgotten tradition. Recognizing this double 
PRYHPHQW��.ULVWRI�YDQ�%DDUOH�FKDUDFWHUL]HV�
the iconoclasm of Castellucci and SRS as 
ȡFRQVLVW>LQJ@�RI�WZR�SURFHVVHV��UHVSHFWLYHO\�WKH�
degeneration and regeneration of the image’ 
(2014: 65, our translation). For van Baarle, 
this crystallizes in a peculiar iconography that 
both rejects and remodels the predicaments of 

3 In Critique of Pure 
Reason��.DQW�GHDOV�ZLWK�
this distinction most 
extensively in the second 
division called 
‘Transcendental Dialectic’ 
������>����@�����ȟ�����
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classical, mimetic theatre. This regenerative 
nature of Castellucci’s iconoclastic theatre of 
UXLQV�LV�PRVW�GLUHFWO\�UHˌHFWHG�LQ�WKH�WLWOH�RI�
the performance cycle with which he acquired 
international fame. As Castellucci explains, 
his Tragedia Endogonidia (2002–4) construes 
a seemingly incommensurable link between 
a microbiological term (‘endegonidial’) that 
‘refers to simple living forms that … are in 
fact immortal and reproduce themselves ad 
LQˋQLWXPȢ��DQG�ȡWUDJHG\Ȣ��ZKLFK�KH�SRVLWV�DV�ȡD�
mechanism to expose the dead body’ (2004: 17). 
The cyclical conjunction of life and death also 
recurs in the dramaturgical composition of the 
various episodes of the Tragedia Endogonidia.4

While the subsequent performances were 
closely connected to the European cities in 
which they were created, each part of the cycle 
clearly built on the preceding productions, 
constituting a veritable ‘theatre of remnants’, as 
Max Lyandvert has described it (2005). 
Recurring elements such as the staging of living 
animals (a chimpanzee in Rome, Italy, a goat in 
Bergen, Norway) or the cube as a scenographic 
setting indicate how the cycle in itself is 
a continually reproductive organism.

The Tragedia Endogonidia�H[HPSOLˋHV�KRZ�WKH�
dialectical dynamic between de- and 
regeneration not only characterizes the ruinous 
aesthetics of Castellucci’s theatre, but also 
functions as a structural principle that 
determines his artistic project in its entirety. To 
acquire a deeper understanding of how the ruin 
functions in Castellucci’s aesthetics, it is 
important to broaden our scope and consider 
the artist’s own creative processes. To this end, 
Castellucci’s notebooks contain invaluable 
information on the various stages during which 
his works are conceived.5

F R O M  S C R A T C H ,  T O  S C R A P S ,  T O 

S C R U T I N Y

Castellucci’s notebooks are a crucial instrument 
for stimulating and structuring his creative 
imagination. ‘On these pages,’ he says, ‘I jot 
down all the sensations that the day brings’, 
gradually building ‘a collection of scraps’ that 

‘provide the raw material for the work to follow’ 
(2005: 93). The resulting notes constitute 
a series of cryptic assemblages of words, lists, 
symbols and schemes that seem to lack any 
kind of logical structure or chronological 
order, and so already much in line with the 
aesthetic universe he creates on stage. The 
deeply intuitive way of gathering these primary 
ingredients is continued when he re-reads 
his notes in order to make a ˋUVW�VHOHFWLRQ�RI�
what may be useful. He describes this revision 
process as ‘a deeply impersonal technique’, 
since it is centred on ‘tiny constellations, tiny 
HIˌRUHVFHQFHV�>WKDW@�EHJLQ�WR�HPHUJH��RUJDQL]HG�
among themselves’, while his task is only to 
‘allow these things to emerge’ and to ‘identify 
these structures’ (Castellucci 2014a: 22). 
Everything else that does not impress itself on 
Castellucci’s perception as urgent or relevant 
is radically ‘thrown out, back to the origin, into 
the trash can’ (ibid.).

What is interesting about these initial stages 
of creative activity is that, even on this 
primordial level, a process of ruination appears 
to take place. Whereas the notes as such can 
already be regarded as small, fragmentary ruins 
that Castellucci assembles from everyday life, 
the subsequent sifting and sorting of this 
material is in itself a kind of ruination to which 
Castellucci subjects his own spontaneous 
jotting of possible ideas. As a sculptor who 
chisels statues out of stone, he works according 
to a SURFHGXUH�RI�HOLPLQDWLRQ��ˋOWHULQJ�RXW�WKRVH�
scraps and fragments that eventually make up 
the ruinous landscapes of his productions. 
Consequently, Castellucci’s notebooks visualize 
what he calls the ‘via negativa’ of his creation 
process (Castellucci et al. 2007: 235). Adding 
structure and depth to his notes, Castellucci 
uses punctuation, colours, symbols, lines and 
different kinds of typography that chart how he 
selects certain ideas while eliminating others 
�ˋJ�����6 This primarily negative way of working 
through the amalgam of inspirational material 
LV�H[HPSOLˋHG��PRVW�WHOOLQJO\��E\�WKH�UHFXUUHQFH�
of lists that articulate what he does not want. In 
his notebook for Inferno (2008), for instance, he 
mentions the type of costumes he deems 

4 The Tragedia Endogonidia 
comprised eleven parts, 
each created in a different 
European city: C.#01, 
Cesena / A.#02, Avignon / 
B.#03, Berlin / BR.#04, 
Brussels / BN.#05, Bergen / 
P.#06, Paris / R.#07, Rome / 
S.#08, Strasbourg / L.#09, 
London / M.#10, Marseille 
/ C.#11, Cesena.

5 The analysis of Romeo 
Castellucci’s notebooks 
offered in the following 
section would not have 
been possible without his 
generous permission to 
consult and take 
photographs of these 
personal documents. We 
expressly thank him and 
Silvia Costa for granting 
us access to these 
invaluable resources.

6 The images of Romeo 
Castellucci’s notes 
included here were 
digitized by Project ARCH: 
Archival Research and 
Cultural Heritage: The 
Theatre Archive of Socìetas 
Raffaello Sanzio, University 
of Athens – Aristeia II. The 
ARCH research project has 
EHHQ�FR�ˋQDQFHG�E\�WKH�
European Union 
(European Social Fund 
– ESF) and Greek national 
funds through the 
Operational Program 
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unsuitable for the production: ‘no suits, no 
EODFN��QR�W�VKLUW��QR�EULJKW�FRORXUVȢ��ˋJ������7R�
discover the direction in which he wants to take 
a FHUWDLQ�SLHFH��&DVWHOOXFFL�ˋUVW�QHHGV�WR�VD\�ȡQRȢ��
a decisive negation that seems to be essential to 
his process of creation.

The same principle of elimination that 
characterizes Castellucci’s notebooks is also 
extended to the rehearsal period during which 
the incipient ideas are concretely realized 
and tested out in space. Castellucci makes 
a distinction between ‘the dramaturgy of 
design’, which is ‘entirely mental’ and explored 
on paper, and ‘the dramaturgy of rhythm’ 
that materializes the imaginary outline of 
the piece and that ‘can only happen in the 
rehearsal phase’ (Castellucci et al. 2007: 213). 
6LJQLˋFDQWO\��&DVWHOOXFFL�DVVHUWV�WKDW��LQ�
the course of rehearsals, ‘the work doesn’t 
grow, but rather diminishes’ (235), indicating 
that ruination continues to be a structural 
VWUDWHJ\�WKDW�W\SLˋHV�KLV�FUHDWLYH�SURFHVV��,Q�
this respect, it may be objected that ascribing 
a pivotal role to ruins and ruination in 
Castellucci’s work does little to distinguish 
his approach from other artists, insofar as 
any act of artistic creation always already 
involves the selective elimination of previously 
gathered ideas. Castellucci’s theatre, however, 
does instantiate a distinct form of artistic 
ruination for two reasons, both of which are 
intimately connected: next to the ruinous 
aesthetics that characterize his productions, 
KLV�FUHDWLYH�SURFHVV�LV�VSHFLˋFDOO\�SUHGLFDWHG�
on the continuous assembling and recycling of 
fragmentary ruins.

Indeed, if we put several of Castellucci’s 
booklets next to one another, the boundaries 
EHWZHHQ�WKHP�DSSHDU�WR�EH�ˌXLG��VLQFH�FHUWDLQ�
images or ideas that he initially experimented 
with while preparing a particular production 
eventually end up in another piece. For 
example, the notebook for Purgatorio (2008) 
– the second part of Castellucci’s adaptation 
of Dante’s La Divina Commedia – features 
descriptions of an ‘iconography of the body 
on a WDEOHȢ��ȡFRUSRJUDˋH�VX�WDYRORȢ���LQFOXGLQJ�
the image of a formless lump of pink gelatine 

(‘gelatina rosa’) and of people being immersed 
in this pink mucus (‘immersi nel muco rosa. 
SHUVRQH�Ȣ���ˋJ������<HW�WKLV�SKDQWDVPDWLF�WDEOHDX�
does not actually appear in Purgatorio but 
rather resurfaces as the key opening scene 
of Hey Girl!���������ˋJ������&RQYHUVHO\��LQ�RQH�
of the notebooks for Hey Girl!, Castellucci 
introduces the notion of a victim forgiving its 
torturer, which eventually became a central 

 Q (top) Figure 1. Castellucci’s 
use of punctuation, colours, 
symbols, lines, and so forth 
in the notes for Hey Girl!, 
2006. Photo ARCH, courtesy of 
Romeo Castellucci and SRS.

 Q (below) Figure 2. Notes for 
Inferno, 2008, including a 
list of costumes that 
Castellucci does not want 
for this piece. Photo ARCH, 
courtesy of Romeo Castellucci 
and SRS.
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with chaos. Each act of Creation presupposes 
a prior act of destruction. Creation becomes then 
a re-creation, and each phase which precedes this 
re-creation must be a systematic destruction of 
DOO�DFTXLUHG�KDELWV�>LI�LW�LV�WR�EH�WUXH�DFW�RI�QRYHO�
FUHDWLRQ@���&DVWHOOXFFL�������Q�S��

This particular quote synthesizes several 
issues we have been touching upon so far. 
Likening artistic creation to a ‘confrontation with 
the void’, Castellucci points to the dialectical 
dynamics between destruction and re-creation 
that, in his opinion, is paramount to any ‘true 
act of novel creation’ (2002). From this we can 
extrapolate a model of ruination that is not 
only predicated on the constitutive force of an 
allegedly chaotic void, but also on the seemingly 
antagonistic effects of both degeneration and 
regeneration, in a remarkably constructive 
manner that contradicts the disintegrating 
nature commonly ascribed to ruins.

R E D E M P T I V E  R U I N A T I O N

In his conclusion to an essay on the use of 
ruination as a critical artistic strategy, art 
historian Johan Pas writes that ‘ruins always 
contain the possibility of their reconstruction’ 
(2011: 47). He draws this assertion from 
a discussion of the work of artists such as Robert 
Smithson, Gordon Matta-Clark and Luc Deleu, 
who questioned the modernist penchant for 
neat and circumscribed structures by developing 
a particularly destructive aesthetics that 
harboured the promise of a potentially 
incessant transformation. Turning to ruins as 
a source of artistic creation, these artists belong 
to a longer tradition in the history of art that 
can be traced back to the eighteenth century at 
least, and that recognizes the expressive and 
utopian forces residing in ruined sites and 
artefacts. While Johan Pas refers to the visible 
ruination of classicism in rococo architecture or 
in Piranesi’s drawings of the ancient ruins of 
5RPH��RWKHU�ˋJXUHV�DOVR�FRPH�WR�PLQG��VXFK�DV�
Denis Diderot, for example, who praised 
ruination in the arts for the ‘sweet melancholy’ 
it incites (Diderot cited in Brewer 2008: 186).7 
However, what differentiates the more recent 

7 The most famous text in 
which Diderot expresses 
his appraisal of the ruin is 
his ‘Salon of 1767’, in 
which he claims that ‘a 
palace must be in ruins to 
evoke any interest’ since 
only then it invites to 
‘contemplate the ravages 
of time’ (Diderot cited in 
Brewer 2008: 186). 
Diderot’s interest in ruins 
was prompted by the 
paintings of Hubert 
Robert, who came to be 
known as ‘Robert of 
Ruins’.

theme in Purgatorio. Castellucci’s most recent 
production Go Down, Moses (2014) also recycled 
SUHYLRXV�QRWHV��2QH�RI�WKH�ˋQDO�VFHQHV�RI�WKLV�
piece is the actualization of a note that was 
included in ‘Disjecta Membra: Entries from 
a notebook of Romeo Castellucci’, published 
in 2007 (Castellucci 2007 et al.: 261–9). 
The performance neatly corresponds to the 
initial description of ‘a diorama faithfully 
representing a primitive landscape’, in which 
‘two “Neanderthals”, one male and one female 
Ȫ�KDYH�VH[�ZLWK�HDFK�RWKHUȢ��������������ˋJ������
Once again, we see how Castellucci re-uses 
ideas that he previously relegated to the so-
called ‘trash can’. Indeed, in a talk following 
one of the showings of Go Down, Moses, he 
explicitly asserted that one of the primary 
tenets of his poetics is that ‘the forms (ideas, 
LPDJHV��DUH�ˋQLWH��EXW�WKH�PRQWDJH�LV�LQˋQLWHȢ�
(Castellucci 2014b).

If Castellucci’s creative method can be 
described as a sustained working with and 
reworking of ruins that emanate from his 
personal imagination, the same procedure 
applies to the various other sources that feed 
his inspiration. This is evident in the deeply 
intertextual nature of his notebooks. The 
fragmentary descriptions, selective lists and 

enigmatic phrases are interlaced with multiple 
references to the Bible, mythology, visual art, 
ˋOP��OLWHUDWXUH�DQG�PXVLF��6FUROOLQJ�WKURXJK�
KLV�QRWHERRNV��RQH�HQFRXQWHUV�ˋJXUHV�VXFK�DV�
Caravaggio, William Faulkner, Jan van Eyck, 
Andy Warhol and many others. As Joseph P. 
Cermatori remarks, ‘Castellucci excavates the 
ruins of art history’, selecting fragments that 
support and enrich his own idiosyncratic scenic 
imagery (2007: 48). To the extent, however, that 
Castellucci subjects these ruins to a subsequent 
process of ruination, the intertextual allusions 
that permeate his work are not easy to identify. 
Being subsumed in Castellucci’s aesthetic 
universe, the ruins he detracts from multiple 
sources are above all building blocks that enable 
him to develop a singular poetic language that 
is grounded in and simultaneously detached 
from the roots of Western culture. Similarly, 
&DVWHOOXFFLȢV�QRWHERRNV�UHˌHFW�WKH�UXLQDWLRQ�
of dramatic and canonical texts that generally 
provide the titles for his theatre works, but 
that he never stages as full productions. The 
preparatory notes for La Divina Commedia 
illustrate how Castellucci bends the original 
VWRU\�WR�KLV�ZLOO��6XEWUDFWLQJ�VHYHUDO�ˋJXUHV�IURP�
'DQWHȢV�SRHP�ȟ�VXFK�DV�WKH�EXWWHUˌ\��WKH�IR[�RU�
the wolf – the notebooks become increasingly 
populated by a range of mythological creatures 
WKDW�ZLOO�JR�RQ�WR�ˋQG�WKHLU�ZD\�LQWR�WKH�DFWXDO�
stagings. Other notes testify to the manner in 
which Castellucci re-interprets the locations 
that structure Dante’s Divina Commedia. Next to 
‘INF’ (Castellucci’s abbreviation for ‘Inferno’), 
ZH�ˋQG�ZRUGV�VXFK�DV�ȡHVFOXVLRQHȢ��H[FOXVLRQ��
or ‘Il Reale’ (the real), while the headings 
‘PUR’ (‘Purgatorio’) and ‘PAR’ (‘Paradisio’) 
respectively mention ‘Ospedale Tecnologia’ 
(‘Hospital Technology’) and ‘Coma’. Notes such 
as these unmistakably announce the manner 
in which Castellucci re-interprets the Divina 
Commedia on stage.

On a broader level, Castellucci’s procedure 
of recycling ruins epitomizes what he regards 
as the task of the artist. Tellingly, in a 2002 
interview, he states:

The essential problem of the Creator, of artists, 
is their permanent confrontation with the void, 

 Q Figure 3. Notes for 
Purgatorio, 2008, featuring a 
description of the opening 
scene of Hey Girl!, 2006. 
Photo ARCH, courtesy of Romeo 
Castellucci and SRS.
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with chaos. Each act of Creation presupposes 
a prior act of destruction. Creation becomes then 
a re-creation, and each phase which precedes this 
re-creation must be a systematic destruction of 
DOO�DFTXLUHG�KDELWV�>LI�LW�LV�WR�EH�WUXH�DFW�RI�QRYHO�
FUHDWLRQ@���&DVWHOOXFFL�������Q�S��

This particular quote synthesizes several 
issues we have been touching upon so far. 
Likening artistic creation to a ‘confrontation with 
the void’, Castellucci points to the dialectical 
dynamics between destruction and re-creation 
that, in his opinion, is paramount to any ‘true 
act of novel creation’ (2002). From this we can 
extrapolate a model of ruination that is not 
only predicated on the constitutive force of an 
allegedly chaotic void, but also on the seemingly 
antagonistic effects of both degeneration and 
regeneration, in a remarkably constructive 
manner that contradicts the disintegrating 
nature commonly ascribed to ruins.

R E D E M P T I V E  R U I N A T I O N

In his conclusion to an essay on the use of 
ruination as a critical artistic strategy, art 
historian Johan Pas writes that ‘ruins always 
contain the possibility of their reconstruction’ 
(2011: 47). He draws this assertion from 
a discussion of the work of artists such as Robert 
Smithson, Gordon Matta-Clark and Luc Deleu, 
who questioned the modernist penchant for 
neat and circumscribed structures by developing 
a particularly destructive aesthetics that 
harboured the promise of a potentially 
incessant transformation. Turning to ruins as 
a source of artistic creation, these artists belong 
to a longer tradition in the history of art that 
can be traced back to the eighteenth century at 
least, and that recognizes the expressive and 
utopian forces residing in ruined sites and 
artefacts. While Johan Pas refers to the visible 
ruination of classicism in rococo architecture or 
in Piranesi’s drawings of the ancient ruins of 
5RPH��RWKHU�ˋJXUHV�DOVR�FRPH�WR�PLQG��VXFK�DV�
Denis Diderot, for example, who praised 
ruination in the arts for the ‘sweet melancholy’ 
it incites (Diderot cited in Brewer 2008: 186).7 
However, what differentiates the more recent 

fascination with ruins from the typically 
romanticist and nostalgic aestheticization of 
natural decay, is the deliberate desire to impose 
ruination as a means to interrogate artistic 
conventions as well as cultural conditions. Such 
acts of wilful destruction are nevertheless 
meant to be constructive, since they are 
generally conceived as a step towards inciting 
new ways of creating, thinking and being.

The ruinous theatre of Romeo Castellucci 
and SRS obviously partakes in this broader 
tendency in contemporary art to explore the 

7 The most famous text in 
which Diderot expresses 
his appraisal of the ruin is 
his ‘Salon of 1767’, in 
which he claims that ‘a 
palace must be in ruins to 
evoke any interest’ since 
only then it invites to 
‘contemplate the ravages 
of time’ (Diderot cited in 
Brewer 2008: 186). 
Diderot’s interest in ruins 
was prompted by the 
paintings of Hubert 
Robert, who came to be 
known as ‘Robert of 
Ruins’.

 Q Figure 4. The opening 
scene of Hey Girl!, 2006. 
Photo Manninger/Steirischer 
Herbst.
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critical and promising potential of ruins and 
ruination. But Castellucci also adds a distinctive 
angle to it, signalled by the fact that ruins as 
such are in fact not present in his work in any 
literal sense. Instead, he employs ruination 
on a structural level by instigating an active 
process of destruction that starts with his own 
personal notes and ends in a meta-theatrical 
assault of artistic representation. Ruins are 
the fragmentary elements that Castellucci 
assembles, revises, dismisses and recycles, 
building a theatrical language that is not merely 
provocative in terms of its impact but that 
DOVR�SURYRNHV�UHˌHFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�PHFKDQLVPV�
and merits of theatre as a medium. From 
WKLV�SHUVSHFWLYH��UXLQDWLRQ�EHFRPHV�ˋUVW�DQG�
foremost a means to disrupt the representational 
laws that govern the realm of theatre and to 
start envisioning a theatrical practice that goes 
beyond its conventional boundaries and that 
opens up to new modes of artistic expression.

Destruction and reconstruction, degeneration 
and regeneration, and decay and rebirth 
HPHUJH�KHUH�DV�WKH�ˌLS�VLGHV�RI�WKH�VDPH�FRLQ�
called ruination. In contrast to the dominant 
interpretations of Castellucci’s theatre that 
tend to focus, too one-sidedly, on his radical 

destruction of theatrical conventions and the 
unsettling effects that this provokes, his work 
invites us to reconsider the notion of the ruin 
in a decidedly positive manner. This brings it 
close to Walter Benjamin’s redemptive concept 
of ruins. In a much-quoted aphorism from 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama, Benjamin 
states that ‘allegories are, in the realm of 
thoughts, what ruins are in the realm of things’ 
(1998: 178). It is well known that Benjamin 
opposed the notion of allegory to the more 
conventional idea of the symbol, contending 
WKDW�WKH�ODWWHU�VLJQLˋHV�D self-contained and 
undivided totality, whereas allegorical thinking 
allows for ruptures and discontinuities. ‘Allegory 
views existence, as it does art’, he writes, 
‘under the sign of fragmentation and ruins’ 
�����������>-��D��@���6LJQLˋFDQWO\��%HQMDPLQ�
grants a constructive power to the destructive 
or ruinous play of allegory. For Benjamin, 
as Naomi Stead explains, ‘the emancipatory 
potential of the ruin’ consists in the fact that 
‘it is through the suddenness and shock of 
destruction that the subject emerges from 
the “dream” of tradition’, in so far as ‘the 
act of destruction places everything in new 
juxtapositions’ (2003: 62).

 Q Figure 5. A recent 
actualization of earlier 
notes in the Neanderthals 
scene in Go Down, Moses, 
2014. Photo Guido Mencari.
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Castellucci’s ruinous theatre is clearly 
allegorical in the Benjaminian sense: directing 
his iconoclasm towards classical drama, he 
creates theatrical constellations that confront 
spectators with a shattered and often shocking 
poetics on which meaning is subjectively 
projected, thus liberating the theatre from the 
FRQYHQWLRQDO�GHPDQG�IRU�XQLˋHG�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ��
But it can also be argued that Castellucci 
allegorizes the ruin as such. Instead of 
representing ruins in a literal sense, he turns 
the ruin into an emblem of artistic creation 
by elevating ruination to an activity that is 
central to his theatre practice and not merely 
a process of inevitable and degenerative decay. 
Furthermore, by deliberately applying ruination 
to the medium of theatre, his work begs the 
question as to what theatrical expression can 
still convey – besides the initial sensation of 
shock – when its constitutive elements are 
rigorously ruined.

Doreothea Olkowski provides an interesting 
line of approach for anticipating the direction 
in which Castellucci’s creative ruination of 
theatre may lead. In Gilles Deleuze and the 
Ruin of Representation (1999), she envisions 
an ‘ontology of creation and becoming’ that, 
in order to become actualized, requires the 
ruination of ‘social and political representations 
– that is, conceptions of social and political 
hierarchies’. According to Olkowski, following 
Deleuze, this makes it possible ‘to conceive as 
well as to create the monstrosity of singularity 
and multiplicity that is change’ (1999: 120–1). 
Change conceived as an ontological category 
LV�PRQVWURXV�EHFDXVH�LW�GHˋHV�DQG�GLVWRUWV�
the domain of orderly representations that 
undergird hierarchical structures. Olkwoski 
nevertheless points out that ruining 
representation does not amount to ‘a complete 
DQG�WRWDO�GHVWUDWLˋFDWLRQȢ��VLQFH�ȡWKLV�LV�WKH�
life of submolecular unformed matter, chaos, 
void, and destruction’ and not the destructive 
negation of representational thought as 
such (27). Instead, what Olkowski pursues 
is rather ‘the collapse of representation as 
generalization’ in order to replace preconceived 
categorizations with ‘the emergence of this 

DQG�WKDW�LPDJH��WKLV�DQG�WKDW�SDUWLFXODU�ˋHOG�
of light, the evidence of a life, the events of 
art’ (72). In other words, it concerns a process 
of ruination that clears the ground for other 
dimensions to come into view, such as the 
sensuous qualities of being and becoming that 
HOXGH�ˋUP ˋ[DWLRQ�

There are obviously many resonances between 
the Deleuzian terminology of Olkowski’s 
philosophical project and the account of 
Castellucci’s theatre developed in this essay. 
By subjecting the elementary parameters 
of theatrical representation to a process of 
ruination, Castellucci cultivates a startlingly 
monstrous aesthetics that overthrows the 
HVWDEOLVKHG�FRGHV�RI�FODVVLFDO�GUDPD��<HW�WKLV�
apparent negation is not intended to plunge the 
theatre into a destructive state of pure chaos; 
rather his intention is to build a theatrical 
language that, on the level of artistic expression, 
allows for change and becoming. Not only 
does Castellucci refuse to impose a clear-cut 
meaning, so inviting individual spectators to 
ˋQG�D way of thinking and feeling themselves 
through his work, but his own creative process, 
as illustrated by his notebooks, invests in 
a continuous and dynamic methodology. By 
doing so, he accumulates, revises, recycles and 
revises the fragmentary ruins that inhabit his 
artistic imagination. In the hands of Castellucci, 
ruination becomes an act of constructive 
destruction that ruins the tradition of theatre as 
a means to re-invent it, differently.
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