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Abstract:  This article develops a diffractive reading of two Romanian films directed by women: 
Monica Stan and George Chiper-Lillemark’s Imaculat (2021) and Ivana Mladenović’s Sorella di clausura 
(2025).Drawing on Jean-Luc Nancy’s ontology of corporeality, Sara Ahmed’s affective economies,Vivian 
Sobchack’s phenomenology of cinematic embodiment, and Karen Barad’s agential realism,the article asks 
not what these films represent, but what corporeal and affective configurations they produce.It proposes 
the concept of sticky exposure to name the intersection between bodily openness and historically 
accumulated affects that adhere to feminine presence. In Imaculat, this takes the form of arrested exposure, 
where stillness and duration place the body at the limit of signification. In Sorella di clausura, exposure 
becomes circulatory, shaped by mediated attachment, affective overflow, and unstable intimacy.Read 
through one another, these regimes generate an interference pattern of uncomfortable proximity.Feminine 
bodies are rendered affectively near while resisting psychological transparency and representational 
capture.2 
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Introduction: Diffraction as Method 

Imaculat (Monica Stan and George Chiper-Lillemark, 2021) and Sorella di clausura (Ivana 
Mladenović, 2025) invite not only interpretation but a specific methodological commitment. Both 
films can be approached as representations of feminine experience in Romania, narrative structures 
whose meanings await critical decoding. Yet they may also be understood, following Karen Barad, 
as apparatuses: performative configurations that enact cuts into the real and produce the very 
bodies, affects, and subjectivities they appear merely to represent.3 This article takes the latter 
route, as the first option risks inscribing the cinematographic practice of the two directors alongside 
that of male directors, thereby missing what is particular about female directors' perspectives. 

The focus here is on the corporeal and affective configurations that become possible through 
the cinematic operations of these films, rather than on what they say about women, precarity, 
sexuality, or post-socialist transition.This distinction matters because the films do not simply 
depict already constituted feminine subjects. Daria's vulnerability in Imaculat and Stela's obsession 
in Sorella di clausura emerge through durations, surfaces, proximities, orientations, and gazes 

1 University of Bucharest, ruxandra.maria.ghitescu@gmail.com. 
2 *This article is part of the author’s doctoral research project, The Cinematic Apparatus as an Apparatus of Diffraction, currently 
developed within her PhD research. 
3 The term apparatus is used throughout in Barad's sense  as a material-discursive practice productive of the phenomena it enacts. 
And not in the sense established by apparatus theory in film studies (Baudry, 1975; Metz, 1982; Comolli, 1971). Whereas classical 
apparatus theory retained a representationalist model in which the filmic apparatus produces ideological subject positions, Barad's 
apparatus is non-representationalist: it participates in the material constitution of phenomena it is not  reflecting them. See Karen 
Barad. 2007. Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning. Durham: Duke 
University Press, pp. 142–145. 
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organized by the cinematic apparatus itself. The cinematic apparatus is, in Barad's terms, a 
productive instrument: "apparatuses are not passive instruments of observation. On the contrary, 
they are productive of (and part of) the phenomena."4 

This analysis conducts a diffractive reading. Diffraction, as Barad elaborates it from quantum 
physics and as it has been applied in feminist materialist methodology, is a practice of reading 
insights through one another in order to observe the patterns of interference that emerge. Imaculat 
and Sorella di clausura are therefore not treated as case studies illustrating a shared thematic field. 
They are passed through a common theoretical apparatus constituted by Jean-Luc Nancy's 
ontology of exposure, Sara Ahmed's affective economies and orientations, Vivian Sobchack's 
phenomenology of film experience, and Barad's agential realism. The reading proceeds through 
the interference patterns the two films generate when read through this shared theoretical 
apparatus. 

What emerges through this diffractive encounter is what this article proposes to call 
uncomfortable proximity: a mode of cinematic relation in which feminine bodies become 
affectively and materially exposed without stabilizing into psychological interiority or allegorical 
transparency. The spectator remains near the body on screen without ever fully possessing it 
interpretively. This concept emerges from the interference between two distinct regimes of 
exposure: arrested exposure in Imaculat, and circulatory exposure in Sorella di clausura. 

 
1. Theoretical Apparatus: Nancy, Ahmed, Sobchack, Barad 

 
Jean-Luc Nancy's Corpus (2008) provides the ontological foundation for this analysis. 

Nancy refuses the idea of the body as interiority hidden beneath appearance: "Bodies are places of 
existence, and nothing exists without a place, a there, a 'here,' a 'here is,' for a this."5 The body, for 
Nancy, is not enclosed substance but spacing, extension, surface, and contact — partes extra 
partes, fundamentally outward-oriented. Crucially, Nancy's ontology resists representational 
capture: "The body is neither a 'signifier' nor a 'signified.' It's exposing/exposed: ausgedehnt, an 
extension of the breakthrough that existence is."6 What Nancy calls exscription7 names the body's 
necessary excess over any signifying system that attempts to contain it. 

Yet Nancy's ontology risks becoming politically neutral if exposure is treated as universally 
distributed. This is where Ahmed's affect theory intervenes. In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, 
Ahmed argues that "affect does not reside positively in the sign or commodity, but is produced as 
an effect of its circulation. (…) objects of emotions circulate or are distributed across a social as 
well as psychic field."8 For Ahmed, affects circulate socially and historically; they adhere unevenly 
to bodies through repetition. Certain bodies become associated with fear, shame, vulnerability, 
excess, or desire through affective economies that precede individual experience. Ahmed's concept 
of orientation in Queer Phenomenology extends this: bodies are oriented through spaces, objects, 
and lines of attention that shape what becomes reachable or imaginable. Deviation from normative 

 
4 Karen Barad. 2007. Meeting the Universe Halfway. Durham: Duke University Press, p. 142. 
5 Jean-Luc Nancy. 2008. Corpus. Translated by Richard A. Rand. New York: Fordham University Press, p. 17. 
6 Nancy, Corpus, p. 25. 
7 Nancy, Corpus, p. 71: "Exscription is produced in the loosening of unsignifying spacing: it detaches words from their senses, 
always again and again, abandoning them to their extension". 
8 Sara Ahmed. 2004. The Cultural Politics of Emotion. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 45. 
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orientation does not constitute liberation. As Ahmed repeatedly warns reorientation does not 
escape sticky exposure just reorganizes it.9 

Read through one another, Nancy and Ahmed allow the formulation of a distinction. 
Exposure is ontologically general, but affective exposure is historically differentiated. Bodies are 
not equally exposed. Feminine bodies, especially within precarious environments, accumulate 
particular affective adhesions that shape how they appear, circulate, and become legible. Here the 
term sticky exposure describes this intersection between ontological openness and affective 
accumulation: a condition in which the body is both structurally exposed and historically saturated 
by circulating affects that cling to it. 

Ahmed's claim that affects adhere to bodies through historical repetition acquires specific 
purchase in the post-socialist context within which both films are embedded. As Ostrowska 
demonstrates in her analysis of gender in post-1989 Eastern European cinema, the collapse of 
communism produced not liberation but a reconfiguration of patriarchal structures ,  a condition 
she terms "gender uncertainty," in which neither socialist frameworks of equality nor Western 
feminist models offered stable modes of identification.10 This uncertainty was not merely 
ideological but affective: it structured the relations between feminine bodies, spaces, and 
institutional apparatuses (the clinic, the Church, the labour market) in ways specific to post-
socialist transition cultures. Imre extends this argument to show how post-socialist feminine 
identities are constituted through layered national, regional, and global framings that resist 
assimilation into singular feminist genealogies.11 The sticky exposure this article proposes is 
therefore not a universal condition of feminine embodiment: it is historically saturated through the 
particular affective economies produced at the intersection of post-socialist precarity, residual 
religious normativity, and emergent neoliberal regimes of the body. 

Sobchack's phenomenology of film experience provides the perceptual bridge between 
ontology and cinema. Cinema, for Sobchack, is not simply viewed but sensorially encountered: 
"cinema represents an objective and visible performance of the perceptive and expressive structure 
of subjective lived-body experience."12 The spectator does not decode meaning from a distance 
but enters into what she calls sensual catachresis: “Reciprocating the figurally literal 
representations of bodies and worldly things in the cinema, the spectator’s lived body in the film 
experience engages in a form of sensual catachresis“13- the senses translating across one another 
so that what is seen is also, in some way, felt. This becomes crucial in films such as Imaculat and 
Sorella di clausura, where bodies are persistently placed in unstable relations of closeness, touch, 
visibility, and affective tension. Following Barad's account of intra-action, phenomena do not 
involve pre-constituted entities that subsequently enter into relation; rather, bodies, affects, and 
cinematic apparatuses emerge relationally. They are co-constituted through the very cuts that 
produce them.14 

 
9 Sara Ahmed. 2006. Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others. Durham: Duke University Press, pp. 55–56: "This is 
not to say that moving one's sexual orientation means that we 'transcend' or break with our histories: it is to say that a shift in sexual 
orientation is not livable simply as a continuation of an old line, as such orientations affect other things that bodies do". 
10 Elżbieta Ostrowska. 2020. "Reluctant Feminists, Powerless Patriarchs, and Estranged Spectators: Gender in Post-1989 Eastern 
European Cinema". Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics 4, no. 2 (2020): 32. Retrieved May 
22, 2026, from https://doi.org/10.20897/femenc/8520, p 3/14 
11Anikó Imre. 2009. Identity Games: Globalization and the Transformation of Media Cultures in the New Europe. Cambridge: 
MIT Press.  
12 Vivian Sobchack. 1992. The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
p. 217. 
13 Vivian Sobchack. 2004. Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture, Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 
82. 
14 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, pp. 139–140. 
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Mary Ann Doane's analysis of the cinematic index adds a further dimension. Doane 
distinguishes between the index as trace, a physical imprint that endures beyond the moment of 
its production, aligning it with historicity, and the index as deixis, the pointing finger, the "this" of 
language, which exhausts itself in the present: "it directs the attention to an object by 'blind 
compulsion'."15 In the sequences analyzed below, this tension between trace and deixis becomes a 
formal mechanism through which the apparatus produces specific configurations of feminine 
presence. 

 
2. Arrested Exposure in Imaculat 

 
Imaculat operates through what this article calls arrested exposure. The film's aesthetic 

isolates the rehabilitation clinic from the reality of these kinds of facilities and marks a visual shift 
from the Romanian neorealist aesthetic through a formal decision. In Barad's sense, it makes an 
agential cut: the 4:3 format and the elimination of ambient sound produce a space of intensified 
visibility where agency is suspended and presence becomes the primary event. 

The opening sequence enacts this immediately. Daria occupies the centre of the frame in a 
medium close-up, frontal, still. The doctor and Daria's mother, those who judge and decide her 
fate, exist only as voices and as the sound of a pen on paper, the verdict. No ambient sound. The 
clinic is stripped of social texture. What remains is the relation between Daria's exposed surface 
and the invisible institutional apparatus that frames her. This is Nancy's formulation made visible: 
"Bodies don't take place in discourse or in matter. They don't inhabit 'mind' or 'body.' They take 
place at the limit, qua limit."16 The voices of authority are the signifying order; Daria is the limit 
at which that order meets what it cannot contain. Doane's index as deixis operates here: the 4:3 
frame points, insists on this body, here, now. 

Daria has to adjust to the new reality and does so, trying to navigate through the group 
dynamic. Her stay at the clinic is not spared from abuse that appears in more than one form. Stan 
opts for an allegorical form; most of the scenes are mediated through games and play. Of particular 
analytical significance is a sequence that operates through the accumulation of sticky affects. It is 
preceded by a group scene in which a game transforms gradually into collective abuse as her 
colleagues capture Daria and tickle her until the act crosses a threshold. Ahmed's economy of 
affects is at work here: vulnerability, innocence, and available pleasure adhere to Daria's body 
through repetition before any explicit violation occurs. The transition is not marked; it emerges 
from within the affective organization of the group. 

What follows is the sequence with Spartac and the chocolate. The montage is precise: a 
close-up profile of Daria being fed; a medium two-shot in which Spartac's volume and presence 
overwhelm the frame; Daria again, passive, her repeated quiet requests for him to stop registering 
as the protests of a child seeking help without demanding it. Spartac inserts squares of chocolate 
one by one, asking "Isn't it good?". The signifying apparatus requires the body to produce 
confirmation, to perform enjoyment. The body refuses. 

Nancy writes: "Joy and pain are opposites unopposed to one another. A body is also 
enjoyed in pain."17 The chocolate sequence materializes this precisely: the tasting overflows 
through its texture and sweetness, but also through the forced accumulation — it registers as 

 
15 Mary Ann Doane. 2007. "The Indexical and the Concept of Medium Specificity". Differences: A Journal of Feminist Cultural 
Studies 18(1): 128–152, p. 134. 
16 Nancy, Corpus, p. 17. 
17 Nancy, Corpus, pp. 117–118. 
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nausea. This is Sobchack's sensual catachresis in its most uncomfortable form: the spectator's 
mouth fills with the taste and texture of the sequence, the stomach turns. The chocolate becomes 
what Nancy calls im-mundus: "The opening is also a letting go: bodies let go, they loosen up, 
features retreat, color swallows itself or else spits itself up."18 The body resists being made to 
mean. 

The sequence continues, after an ellipsis, with Spartac holding Daria by the neck in bed, a 
position that reads simultaneously as protection and as restraint. The embrace organizes a field of 
competing affective forces that the apparatus refuses to resolve.  

Later in the film, the orgasm sequence brings the logic of arrested exposure to its formal 
culmination. Top shot, close-up, Daria looking directly into the camera. After Spartac's discharge 
from the clinic, Daria, who is now oscillating between Costea and Manu, allows herself an 
unguarded sexual act and reaches orgasm. The direct gaze into the camera is the moment of 
maximum deixis in Doane's sense: "The index is evacuated of content; it is a hollowed-out sign. It 
designates something without describing it."19 Daria's look says hoc est. Nothing more. Nancy: 
"The body is not an image-of. But it's the coming to presence, like an image coming on a movie 
or a TV screen — coming from nowhere behind the screen, being the spacing of this screen."20 
The cinematic apparatus , meaning the top shot and the direct gaze, enacts a cut that materializes 
a different configuration of feminine presence. The direct gaze produces a surface of contact 
between Daria's body and the spectator's body. Neither merges into the other; both are altered by 
the encounter. This is the phenomenon: the intra-action of gaze and gaze, apparatus and body, 
screen and spectator, materializing something that did not exist before the cut. 

The spectator is denied both critical distance and complete intimacy. Innocence and 
eroticism cease functioning as opposites, as vulnerability and pleasure become inseparable. The 
sticky affects that have accumulated throughout the film are temporarily redistributed, reorganized. 
Presence persists precisely through this instability. This is uncomfortable proximity: nearness 
without possession, exposure without revelation. 

 
3. Circulatory Exposure in Sorella di clausura 

 
If Imaculat organizes feminine exposure through stillness and suspension, Sorella di clausura 
produces what this article describes as circulatory exposure. Stela moves constantly between 
spaces, images, conversations, desires, jobs, and fantasies. Yet this movement does not produce 
freedom in any simple emancipatory sense. Circulation itself becomes an affective condition. The 
film's visual texture insists on this: a saturated, ochre-inflected palette, strong contrasts, 
overlapping surfaces, a richly tactile image. Bodies and images are materially entangled rather 
than causally related.21 

The opening sequence establishes the terms of this entanglement. A television screens a 
concert by Boban. The edit cuts to Stela in a queue, jostled and aggressive, managing to reach her 
seat before the declaration of love. Then back to the television, and Stela is now part of the image, 
a figure in the background of a frame organized by the small colour television, two ceramic cat 
figurines, a textured wall behind. Stela is not outside the image looking in; she inhabits the same 

 
18 Nancy, Corpus, p. 105. 
19 Doane, "The Indexical", p. 134. 
20 Nancy, Corpus, p. 96. 
21 Rebecca Coleman. 2014. "Inventive Feminist Theory: Representation, Materiality and Intensive Time". Women: A Cultural 
Review 25(1): 27–45, p. 13. 
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ontological plane as the television, the objects and textures in the frame. The apparatus does not 
represent her relation to Boban; it produces that relation as a material configuration. 

The market sequence develops the logic of circulatory exposure through haptic address. 
Stela stops at a stall selling white costumes, Boban's performance clothing, and buries her face in 
the fabric, touching and smelling the material. The camera moves fluidly at eye level; the image 
is dense with texture and overlapping surfaces. Nancy's concept of carnation is precise here: "the 
vibration, color, frequency, and nuance of a place, of an event of existence."22 The sensory event 
of the cloth itself becomes of importance, not the signification of Boban's absence. As Sobchack 
argues, since "our vision is always already 'fleshed out',"23 sight commutes to touch; the spectator 
feels drawn into the sticky density of the image. The attachment to mediated images allows, 
following Ahmed, a temporary reorientation away from normative feminine obligations. Stela does 
not escape sticky exposure; she reorganizes it around a different surface. 

The masturbation sequence becomes a formal pivot in the film. It is the only top shot in 
Sorella di clausura, and this singularity resonates diffractively with the top shot in Imaculat. 
Where Daria's orgasm is a moment of complete deictic presence, the body arriving at the limit of 
signification, Stela's masturbation is permanently interrupted. She lies naked on a life-size poster 
of Boban and attempts to reach orgasm using a plastic slipper. The act is interrupted repeatedly. 
Nancy on jouissance: "An orgasm is the diastole without systole at the heart of the dialectic: this 
heart is the body."24 For Stela, the systole never comes. The body is kept in permanent diastolic 
suspension. The mediated image of Boban functions not as a substitute for the real but as a 
component of a phenomenon that makes arrival impossible. The top shot, maybe the gaze of God, 
the only gaze from above in a film organized otherwise at eye level, marks the moment of 
maximum exposure and maximum blockage simultaneously. 

The sex scene with the book editor develops this logic further. The fluorescent lubricant 
brings circulatory exposure to its most viscerally unstable moment. The lubricant, sold by Vera, 
proves to be fluorescent under ultraviolet light. The neon yellow of the material on skin, on hands, 
on the editor's penis. This is Nancy's im-mundus made literal.25 The neon yellow is not symbolic. 
It is the body producing itself as excess, as abject surplus, as what cannot be reabsorbed into either 
erotic desire or hygienic normalcy. The failed sex is the materialization of a more complex 
phenomenon in which bodies, images (Boban), and objects (the lubricant, Vera's commercial 
enterprise) intra-act to produce a specific mode of sticky exposure, not the effect of incompatibility 
or absent desire. The impression of stickiness, abjectness, and neon vomit is tactile through the 
screen, Sobchack's catachresis again, this time organized by disgust rather than nausea. 

 
4. Uncomfortable Proximities: The Interference Pattern 

 
Read diffractively, Imaculat and Sorella di clausura do not illustrate the same feminine 

condition through different formal strategies. They produce distinct but interfering regimes of 
exposure whose interference generates something that neither film can produce alone. 

 
22 Nancy, Corpus, p. 17. 
23 Vivian Sobchack. 2004. Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture. Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
p. 60: "As 'lived bodies' (to use a phenomenological term that insists on 'the' objective body as always also lived subjectively as 
'my' body, diacritically invested and active in making sense and meaning in and of the world), our vision is always already 'fleshed 
out'." 
24 Nancy, Corpus, p. 39. 
25 Nancy, Corpus, p. 105. 
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The key interference is between the two top shots. Daria's orgasm: the body arrives, the gaze 
is direct, deixis is complete. Stela's masturbation: the body is kept in perpetual extension, the gaze 
of God looks down on permanent suspension. Both bodies are in departure, but Daria's departure 
arrives while Stela's remains in transit. The interference between these two temporalities, on one 
hand that of the intensive present of Daria's orgasm , on the other that of the permanently deferred 
present of Stela's masturbation,  produces the temporal structure of uncomfortable proximity itself: 
a mode of cinematic time that is non-linear, immanent, and recursive and not causally unfolding 
toward a better future.26 

Uncomfortable proximity names a cinematic relation characterized by four intertwined 
operations. First, it produces nearness without stable intimacy: the spectator remains affectively 
close to the body on screen while interpretive mastery is continually frustrated. The chocolate 
sequence and the neon lubricant sequence both generate this structure, as the spectator is 
implicated sensorially without being granted psychological access. Second, it organizes adhesion 
without possession: affects cling to bodies, but these attachments never fully stabilize into coherent 
identities. Daria is not victim or agent; Stela is not liberated or trapped. Third, it sustains exposure 
without revelation: the films refuse the idea that exposure uncovers an authentic hidden self. 
Nancy's exscription names this precisely in his understanding the body is always already outside 
of any signifying system that attempts to capture it. Fourth, uncomfortable proximity generates 
mobility without emancipation: bodies circulate affectively and spatially, yet this movement does 
not culminate in liberation from normative structures. 

Neither film alone fully articulates this concept. It appears through the interference pattern 
generated between the two films as well as Nancy's ontology of exposure, Ahmed's affective 
economies, Sobchack's phenomenology of embodiment, and Barad's agential realism. The films 
are not cases illustrating a pre-existing theory; the theory and the films are co-produced through 
the operation of the diffractive apparatus. 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
Rather than approaching the films as representations of feminine experience, the article has 

treated Imaculat and Sorella di clausura as apparatuses that produce specific corporeal and 
affective configurations. 

The concept of uncomfortable proximity emerges from this diffractive reading. It names a 
cinematic mode in which feminine bodies are rendered affectively near while resisting 
psychological transparency and allegorical stabilization. Uncomfortable proximity differs from 
haptic visuality (Laura Marks), phenomenological intimacy (Vivian Sobchack), or affective 
identification because it does not culminate in sensory fusion, empathetic access, or identificatory 
resolution. While Marks's haptic visuality privileges tactile closeness as a mode of destabilizing 
optical mastery, and Sobchack's phenomenology emphasizes the embodied reciprocity between 
spectator and film, uncomfortable proximity names a more unstable and asymmetrical relation: 
one in which the spectator remains affectively and sensorially near the cinematic body without 
achieving interpretive possession or emotional reconciliation. In Imaculat and Sorella di clausura, 
proximity is not organized through intimacy but through exposure, adhesion, interruption, and 
affective excess. The spectator is drawn toward bodies that remain partially inaccessible, opaque, 
or suspended at the limit of signification. This relation is therefore not grounded in identification 
with character psychology, but in the material and affective organization of cinematic presence 

 
26 Coleman, "Inventive Feminist Theory", p. 15. 
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itself. The sticky textures of chocolate, fluorescent lubricant, skin, fabric, silence, duration, and 
frontal stillness do not invite immersion into an interior subjectivity; rather, they produce a 
corporeal exposure that exceeds symbolic stabilization. Uncomfortable proximity thus designates 
a mode of spectatorship structured by nearness without intimacy. 

Read diffractively, the films reveal not a unified feminine condition but multiple regimes 
of sticky exposure through which cinematic bodies come into presence. In Imaculat, this proximity 
appears through arrested exposure and frontal stillness, culminating in the deictic presence of 
Daria's gaze into the camera. In Sorella di clausura, it circulates through mediated attachment and 
affective overflow, condensed in the only top shot of the film, where Stela's body remains in 
permanent diastolic extension toward an inaccessible object. 

Such a reading also challenges the dominant critical tendency to absorb contemporary 
Romanian films directed by women into already established masculine cinematic genealogies. A 
diffractive method attends instead to the patterns of interference produced when bodies, affects, 
spectators, and cinematic apparatuses become entangled. It does not seek origins, influences, or 
stable meanings. In this sense, uncomfortable proximity is more than a theme, is the operation 
these films perform. 
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