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Abstract: Throughout the 1950s, during the heyday 
of socialist realism, “modernism” as a concept is 
virtually nonexistent in Romanian literature and 
arts. Only in the late 1950s and in the early 1960s 
theories about a modernist style – in literature, 
but also in cinema – start to reemerge. The main 
issue with modernism during that era is that it is 
closely associated with the so-called decadent and 
bourgeois Western art. In order to be adapted 
to a socialist framework, modernism has to be 
refashioned. As such, a hybrid, tactical modernism 
– political in content, open to experimentation 
in matters regarding form – slowly becomes, 
despite its fragile coherence, one of the dominant 
approaches of that era. By studying the debates 
about modernism in the main cultural journals of 
that era, such as Contemporanul or Cinema, this 
paper shows the manner in which modernist ideas 
about art are strategically integrated into the 
Romanian cultural discourse of the 1960s. 
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“Contemporaneity”

During the early years of the Romanian 
socialist regime, for more than half a 

decade, the term “modernism” was auto-
matically associated with the reactionary 
literature and art of the capitalist West and, 
along with other terms such as “cosmopolit-
ism” or “formalism”, was used to publicly 
expose deviations from the cultural norms 
of so-called socialist realism. According to 
these norms, established in the mid-1930s 
in the Soviet Union, besides correspond-
ing to socialist political and moral values, 
art had to be realistic in terms of content 
and accessible in terms of form and mean-
ing. Alterations of these norms, until the 
mid-1950s, were promptly reported and 
summarily rebuffed in the cultural press, 
while the culprits for such transgressions 
could face serious consequences for their 
positions. On the other hand, the lack of 
flexibility in the vague descriptions of so-
cialist realist art quickly became apparent 
in all countries within the Soviet Union’s 
sphere of influence at that time. The big-
gest issue facing the art produced in the 
context of socialist realism, from an insti-
tutional point of view, was its inefficiency. 
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In the Soviet Union, as well as in the coun-
tries under Soviet control, it became quick-
ly evident that conforming to a single set 
of norms inevitably leads to a decrease in 
the cultural production, due to the artists’ 
precaution against becoming the target 
of official criticism in the cultural press1. 
Thus, following Stalin’s death in 1953, this 
adherence to a single set of aesthetic norms 
was one of the first contested issues. Hence 
the first reaction against Stalinist aesthet-
ics: the emphasis on the variety of modes 
of expression available to all artists living in 
a socialist society. But even in the context 
of an official condemnation of the political 
practices of the Stalinist regime, socialist 
realism could not be directly criticized. In-
stead, the tactic most often used was that 
of a demarcation between a so-called tra-
ditionalism (implicitly equivalent to the art 
produced during Stalin’s time) and artistic 
forms that approached socialist themes in 
a more contemporary manner. Starting 
with the mid-1950s, one after another, the 
countries under Soviet influence more or 
less officially disavowed socialist realist lit-
erature and art, advocating a diversification 
of the means of artistic expression2. In the 
process, a number of terms excluded from 
the debates during the aesthetic preva-
lence of socialist realism were revived. As 
Alex Goldiș shows, in the particular case 
of the Romanian culture in the aftermath 
of Stalin’s death, one such term was “mod-
ernism” – at first, not in its time-honored 
form, but in a version cautiously adapted to 
the context, that of “modernity”3. Through 
his articles published in the literary mag-
azine Steaua throughout 1957, the liter-
ary critic George Munteanu managed to 
launch a consistent dispute around the 
two main concepts he defined in his essay 

“Tradiționalism și modernitate” [“Tradi-
tionalism and Modernity”]. Trying to ad-
just them to the ideological context of the 
time, Munteanu was not describing them 
as historical phenomena, but, instead, as 
tendencies inherent to socialist realist art: 

The traditionalist and modernist ori-
entations did not, of course, originate 
in our country outside socialist realism, 
but within it. Socialist realism equips 
writers with the fundamental princi-
ples which can lead to “the truthful, 
historically concrete portrayal of real-
ity in its revolutionary development” 
[...]. But finding concrete artistic ways 
and means of depicting reality – in the 
light of these fundamental principles 
– depends exclusively on the writers 
themselves, on the peculiarities of 
their development, the structure of 
their talent, etc., leading in practice to 
different creative orientations […].4

As Goldiș notes, the blunt responses 
penned by certain critics to the advent 
of such attempts to broaden the possible 
aesthetic options attest to the fact that 
Munteanu’s underlying stakes were well 
understood by those who viewed the hy-
bridization of socialist realism with suspi-
cion. For instance, in a reply that sought 
to dismantle point by point Munteanu’s 
theoretical demarcations, Eugen Luca not 
only rejected the division of socialist real-
ist literature into a traditional and a mod-
ern-oriented tendency, but cynically ex-
posed the magazine’s tendency to promote, 
in the name of modernity, Western canon-
ical models for poetry such as Paul Valéry, 
Giuseppe Ungaretti or Rainer Maria Rilke, 
which were found to be incompatible with 
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socialist realist aesthetics. Furthermore, 
Luca’s attempt to re-establish the tradi-
tional points of reference for socialist re-
alist literature correctly aimed at precisely 
such strategy, which sought to bypass the 
traditional models of socialist realism by 
proposing an eclectic mixture of accepted 
and less accepted canonical authors: 

Now, it is one thing to dogmatically 
legislate the norms of socialist real-
ism and quite another to present this 
principle in such vague terms that you 
cannot even approximate its meaning. 
Moreover, [...] precisely because of 
the nebulous character in which this 
concept is used, G. Munteanu does 
not even take it seriously. Proof of this 
is that there was no talk of the need 
to use the experience of socialist re-
alist literature in general and of So-
viet literature in particular, although, 
less skillfully than before, in order to 
“cover himself ”, the author mentions 
Mayakovsky at some point.5

Such conflict between those who 
wanted an expansion of the socialist real-
ist canon in the name of stylistic diversity 
and those who, opportunistically or not, 
wanted to keep it within the traditionally 
established limits is typical of the cultural 
climate (generally known as the “thaw”) 
that followed Stalin’s death in Romania 
and in other countries in the Soviet sphere 
of influence. In order to re-legitimize and 
recover forms of expression present in 
Romanian culture before the establish-
ment of the socialist regime and to enter 
into dialogue with contemporary trends 
in the capitalist West, those authors who 
wished to renounce the rigid norms of 

socialist realism had to sketch a selective 
version of modernist currents, identifying 
and emphasizing those authors who had 
links with the political left, mentioning 
names of modernist authors already can-
onized by the Soviet culture and differ-
entiating, as Munteanu did, between two 
versions of modernity: one excessive and 
decadent, roughly equivalent to its West-
ern manifestations, and one assimilable in 
socialist culture. Because of this cautious 
distinction, when the term “modernism” 
began to circulate in the Romanian cultur-
al press (for reasons we will discuss below, 
this happened only in the second half of 
the 1960s), it was almost always contrasted 
with its excessive version, with those who 
used it advocating a tempered form of so-
cialist modernism.

However, in the particular case of Ro-
manian cinema, the debates taking place in 
the climate of liberalization after Stalin’s 
death had very little to do with modern-
ism. This is due, on the one hand, to the 
fact that, even in the West, European cine-
ma was in the phase of assimilating the in-
novations of Italian neorealism, while what 
would be retrospectively called modern art 
cinema was to make its appearance only in 
the early 1960s6. On the other hand, the 
beginning of the 1950s implied for the 
Romanian cinema both an effort of insti-
tutional organization and an attempt to 
overcome the inefficiency of the film pro-
duction system. In the cultural isolation of 
early 1950s, when very few films from the 
West were screened in Romania, the dom-
inant model for Romanian cinema was the 
Soviet one. It was only at the beginning of 
1956, in the new atmosphere of liberaliza-
tion, that a retrospective of contemporary 
Italian cinema was organized in Bucharest, 
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which included films by neorealist direc-
tors such as Vittorio De Sica (Umberto D, 
1952), Luchino Visconti (Bellissima, 1951) 
or Giuseppe De Santis (Non c’è pace tra gli 
ulivi, 1950)7. At the same time, films from 
other Eastern European countries under 
Soviet influence began to be screened, in 
which attempts to break away from so-
cialist-realist norms were evident – for in-
stance, Andrzej Munk’s Człowiek na torze/ 
Man on the Tracks (1956) or Andrzej Wa-
jda’s Kanal (1957) –, while films made in 
the Soviet Union in the second half of the 
decade also began to show neorealist in-
fluences. In this context, the most disputed 
concept in the debates between film indus-
try officials and filmmakers, occasionally 
published in the cultural press, was that 
of “realism”. In an extension of the discus-
sions on literature and the desired diver-
sity of styles, concepts such as “individual 
style” or “national style” were proposed in 
the written interventions on cinema, trying 
to subtly undermine the monolithic domi-
nance of Soviet socialist realism. As a com-
mon denominator, even the more culturally 
conservative articles or reviews seemed to 
agree that a new type of cinema, different 
from the one made during the heyday of 
socialist realism, needed to emerge.

As in the Soviet Union, however, the 
unpredictable and sometimes contradicto-
ry signals of the party leadership lead to-
wards the end of the decade to a return of 
the old accusations of deviationism against 
those who implicitly or explicitly criticized 
socialist realist art. In Romania, this peri-
od of “freeze”, which signaled a conserva-
tive reaction to the period of “thaw” after 
Stalin’s death, was felt in all cultural fields 
since early 1958. For almost half a de-
cade, this meant a partial return to the old 

theories about the functions and form of 
socialist art. The advocates of more modern 
forms of art needed in such circumstances 
a concept that could signal this openness, 
without coming into obvious opposition 
with the reinstated theories of socialist re-
alism. This compromise concept was that 
of “contemporaneity” (contemporaneitate in 
Romanian).

Typical for all cultural debates in the 
first decade of socialism in Romania, the 
local intelligentsia carefully followed any 
change of vocabulary in the cultural field 
in the Soviet Union. As Susan E. Reid 
demonstrates, the term “contemporaneity” 
(sovremennost in Russian) began to be in-
voked in Soviet cultural circles as early as 
19588. It became, nevertheless, the subject 
of wide-ranging debates, including on cin-
ema, in early 1960. The reason this concept 
became so important had to do with the 
way it could be used. The party leadership 
and those in charge of the development 
of Soviet culture understood by it a cer-
tain characteristic of the art to accurately 
represent the contemporary stage of devel-
opment of the Soviet society. Those who 
wanted to break away from the old artis-
tic norms signaled precisely this implicit 
opposition to the past by using the same 
term. In fact, in negotiating the mean-
ing of this concept, various elements that 
could have been attributed to modernism 
became integrated into socialist art.

At first, the Romanian cultural press 
began to mention and question the new 
term in articles reporting on the Sovi-
et debates or in interviews with Soviet 
artists. For instance, in an interview with 
the Soviet screenwriter Mikhail Papava – 
soon to be known for his script penned 
for Andrei Tarkovsky’s Ivanovo detstvo/ 
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Ivan’s Childhood (1962) –, published in the 
newspaper Contemporanul under the title 
“Cu M. Papava despre contemporaneitate 
în film” [“With M. Papava on Contem-
poraneity in Film”], the interviewee was 
noting a similarity between Soviet and 
Romanian films in terms of the new way 
in which they understand to represent so-
cialist reality: “From the movies I saw, I re-
alized that in certain points of view there 
are similarities between what is happening 
here and what is happening in your coun-
try. Us and you are also called upon to pay, 
each to the extent of his or her experience, 
an unpaid debt, by creating films about 
contemporaneity. It is also important for 
Romanian filmmakers to discover artistic 
forms that can embrace the full meaning 
of life today”9. Such formulations some-
times reproduced the triumphalist rhetoric 
of the socialist party leadership, but their 
profound role was to create equivalences 
between different types of contemporane-
ity, some of them of Western origin, and 
to include in the contemporary approach 
artistic means in principle refused by so-
cialist realist aesthetics. For instance, a re-
port on the recent Moscow Film Festival, 
where theoretical debates on the theme of 
contemporaneity had taken place, included 
passages referring to new Western modes 
of cinematographic expression, explicit-
ly linked to similar traditions in Soviet 
cinema: 

Marcel Martin distinguishes two 
main trends in today’s film: the trend 
of subtle psychological analysis, ma-
terialized in the work of the Italian 
Antonioni, and the trend of “direct 
cinema”. It is very interesting to see 
how he defines the latter. “This trend 

has its roots in the work of Dziga 
Vertov [...] and reappeared a few years 
ago, no doubt under the influence of 
television”.10

These amalgamations of names from 
both the socialist and the capitalist cultural 
sphere, not uncommon at the time, trans-
formed the concept of “contemporaneity” 
into a transnational one and emphasized 
a utopian artistic communication between 
the two antagonistic political zones. Thus, 
a logical inversion of the traditional argu-
ment for a modernist approach in socialist 
art was taking place: it was not socialist 
artists who were under the influence of 
contemporary modernist Western styles, 
but Western and Eastern artists who were 
participating in the same phenomenon 
of artistic synchronization, as suggested, 
for instance, by a quote inserted in an in-
terview with the Soviet director Grigori 
Chukhrai: “Here’s what the well-known 
American critic Gedeon Bachman had to 
say after the screening: ‘I like Chukhrai. 
In my opinion he is one of the best So-
viet directors. His creative method is akin 
to the style of some talented contemporary 
filmmakers – the Italian Antonioni, the 
Pole Wajda, the American director Shirley 
Clarke’”.11

Very quickly, the new concept start-
ed to be used in the Romanian cultural 
press. In fact, after 1960, very few cultur-
al fields were not analyzed from the per-
spective of their “contemporaneity”, as 
can be seen from the titles of the articles 
that appeared during this period: “Mu- 
zica și contemporaneitatea” [“Music and 
Contemporaneity”]12, “Contemporaneita- 
tea în operă” [“Contemporaneity in the 
Opera”]13, “Contemporaneitatea comediei 
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clasice” [“The Contemporaneity of Classi-
cal Comedy”]14, and so on. In some cases, 
an appeal to the contemporaneity of a 
work could conceal a plea for a less accessi-
ble type of art, as is the case, for example, in 
an article cleverly titled “Contemporanei- 
tate accesibilă” [“Accessible Contempora-
neity”], but which, in fact, raised the ques-
tion of a type of art that requires a certain 
education in order to be understood, taking 
as an example sophisticated musical pieces 
such as those written by the likes of Dmi-
tri Shostakovich15. Not only more difficult 
types of art were thus recovered through 
the appeal to contemporaneity, but also 
modes of expression that contradicted 
the cult of objective reality on which the 
method of socialist realism was based. An 
interview with two young screenwriters, 
Nicolae Țic and Radu Cosașu, about the 
form and content best suited for making 
films that mirrored the socialist present, 
“Filmele vieții de zi cu zi” [“The Films of 
Everyday Life”], shows the way in which 
two of the fundamental principles of mod-
ernism in cinema, the emphasis on psy-
chology and the simplification of the plot, 
were beginning to be internalized:

– And what would be – from an artistic 
point of view –  the way to realize those 
films deeply rooted in contemporaneity? 
R. Cosașu: I think that giving up the 
cult of the external fact, the tempta-
tion of the spectacular, the idea that 
psychological processes are not “cine-
matographic” (an idea hard to sustain 
after having seen the films Alyosha’s 
Love, The Island, Marty, The Long 
Absence) would represent significant 
steps towards the realistic mirroring 
of life. 

N. Țic: Even more concrete. I think, 
in the spirit of the interview with 
M.[ikhail] Romm, also published in 
Contemporanul, that we should use not 
many, but few events that transmit, in 
return, many ideas. A maximum sim-
plicity of external action, coupled with 
an intense debate on the psychologi-
cal level.16

In the Romanian cinema of the 1960, 
one of the probable consequences of these 
debates around the idea of contemporane-
ity is the solidification of another critical 
concept, that of the “everyday film” (film 
de actualitate, in Romanian), a descriptive 
label generally applied to films that had 
their action set in the immediate present. 
As can be seen from the interview with Țic 
and Cosașu, these contemporary-set films 
were no longer made primarily on the basis 
of realist aesthetics. In cinema, as in other 
arts, the debates concerning the contem-
poraneity of art thus paved the way for 
many modernist innovations – subjective 
perspective, psychologization, avoidance 
of overdramatization and sentimentality – 
and, to a large extent, functioned until the 
mid-1960s as a local surrogate for Western 
theories regarding cultural modernism.

A Well-Tempered Modernism

How about the term “modernism” per 
se? As noted earlier, one can hardly 

find until the end of the 1960s any men-
tion of this term that is not accompanied 
by nuances relating to the specific type of 
modernism one was referring to. A good 
example of this conceptual caution can be 
found in a 1967 interview with the actress 
Irina Petrescu:



214
Radu Toderici

– Do you like experiments? 
– You probably mean by that what is 
usually called modernism. I don’t like 
modernism in form – but in content. 
The movie must belong to the peo-
ple who see it when it was made. It is 
a prerequisite to reach the viewer in 
the screening room. I can’t hope that 
the spectator who didn’t understand 
what I did when he watched me will 
understand me in fifty days’ time. It is 
a great mistake in our country to con-
sider the public unprepared for more 
subtle art. But this is not so, because 
the public is not an amorphous mass 
that you can consider “as a whole”.17

Petrescu’s emphasis on the virtues of 
difficult art and on the public as a com-
petent consumer of cinema that embodies 
contemporary issues is typical for the ear-
ly years of the new socialist leader Nico-
lae Ceaușescu – roughly, from his seizure 
of power in 1965 to the first years of the 
following decade. This first phase of the 
new regime, from a cultural perspective, 
saw a hybridization of socialist aesthe-
tics with specific elements of late moder-
nism, resulting in a local formula labeled 
by Andrei Terian “socialist modernism”18. 
Of course, this integration of the aesthetic 
principles of modernism was not described 
as such by critics or theorists of the era. In 
general, as in the era of the first “thaw”, 
the term “modernity” was used more than 
“modern” or “modernist”. However, in ad-
dition to pleading for the autonomy of art 
in the face of overly rigid normative cri-
teria, critics from various fields were be-
ginning to emphasize creative subjectivity, 
form over content and style over everything 
else. In many cases, taking into account the 

cultural references to which they often 
pointed out and the recommended artistic 
modes of expression, what was being insti-
tuted in practice was a form of modernism 
that lacked only the appropriate label. In 
parallel, the rare references to modernism 
as such served two purposes: to define 
modernism as a timeless reaction to acade-
mism and outdated art, and to place local 
modernism between two typical conceptu-
al extremes – traditional art and excessive 
Western modernism.

An example for the first attitude to-
wards modernism can be found in a brief 
note published in Contemporanul in 1964, 
authored by a certain Gabriel Daiani: 

I have the impression that the word 
“modernism” has too much put into 
it. “Modernism” is, after all, the way 
of thinking and an artistic expression 
of the present – a present, of course, 
extended to many years past and fu-
ture –, a statement in the best sense 
of the word. Goethe was a modern in 
his time, today he is a classic. So was 
Beethoven and Mozart. Hugo was a 
modern, today we classify him among 
the Romantics. Surrealism has lived 
its age and not a few no longer con-
sider it a modern trend. I would dare 
to say that, personally, I would take 
the word “modern” out of our vocab-
ulary so that we no longer stumble 
over it, and I would ask creators of all 
genres to speak to consumers of art in 
a contemporary, consistent, moving 
language, and perhaps to help those 
who are... “left behind”. Modern art 
is art that satisfies the needs of the 
present on all levels, and its important 
function is to make man more alive.19
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This detemporalization of modern-
ism was one of the strategies most used in 
the second half of the decade to detach the 
term from the excesses that were blamed on 
historical modernism. In relation to these 
excesses, often mentioned in the cultural 
press but seldom analyzed in detail, it could 
be understood that only a moderate version 
of modernism was acceptable in a socialist 
society. However, the fact that art and espe-
cially literature were discussed in terms close 
to the theories of historical and/ or Western 
modernism did not leave all of the critics 
of the time indifferent. Thus, in late 1966 
and early 1967, a series of articles appeared 
accusing a real obsession with modernism, 
especially in the field of literature, the align-
ment of contemporary authors with mod-
ernism being described as a literary fashion 
without substance. One of the most violent 
indictments of this kind, signed by the writer 
Horia Lovinescu, entitled “Obsesia de a 
părea modern” [“The Obsession to Seem 
Modern”], declared as irrelevant the formal 
innovations embraced by those authors who 
wanted to practice a more radical kind of 
modernism: “It is true that the pulveriza-
tion of forms, the disarticulation of reality, 
the disregard of ‘characters’ (in the classical 
sense of the word), the abandonment of the 
plot, etc., are phenomena in modern art and 
literature. But to see in them the essence of 
modernity is to take the written letter as 
meaning, the symbol as reality. Taking ad-
vantage of this widespread error, imposture 
flourishes with impressive virulence”20. Such 
interventions brought back into question 
the very issues that the theorists of a time-
less modernism were trying to avoid – those 
relating to aesthetic form. 

In the field of literature, the critic who 
succeeded in sketching a genealogy of local 

modernism, while at the same time syn-
thesizing the arguments regarding the op-
position between traditionalism and mod-
ernism, was Adrian Marino. First in his 
articles published in the newspaper Iașul 
literar, then in his seminal essay published 
in 1969, Modern, modernism, modernitate 
[Modern, Modernism, Modernity], Marino 
tried to define, in line with the debates of 
the time, modernism as a current in oppo-
sition to everything perceived as academic, 
traditional or culturally conservative. This 
strategy, in principle not substantially dif-
ferent from the attempt to define modern-
ism as timeless, was however in this case 
accompanied by numerous examples of 
modernist opposition to tradition in the 
history of Romanian culture. In this re-
spect, Marino’s contribution to legitimiz-
ing the term “modernism” in cultural de-
bates should not be underestimated. At the 
same time, it should be emphasized that, 
in fields other than literature, the terms in 
which modernism was discussed, some-
times in the absence of a local tradition of 
modernism that could be reclaimed, were 
different. Such is the case of Romanian 
cinema. Given the fact that the precarious 
Romanian film industry had been virtually 
untouched by modernist influences in the 
pre-World War II period, that is, before 
the establishment of the socialist regime, 
discussions of modernism had to take only 
contemporary developments as points of 
reference. This is why one can hardly find in 
the pages of the cultural press of the 1960s 
any analysis of the modernist movement in 
cinema penned by Romanian authors. The 
most extensive article on the subject is ac-
tually a translation of an essay by the Pol-
ish film critic Jerzy Plazewski, published 
in 1965 in the magazine Cinema and titled 
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“În definitiv ce este filmul modern?” [“Af-
ter All, What Is a Modern Film?”]21. In 
this text, Plazewski distinguishes between 
an “objectivist” (meaning a preference for 
a realist approach) and a “subjectivist” ten-
dency (i.e. a psychologizing approach) in 
recent cinematic modernism. This is also 
one of the few texts in which, among ex-
amples referring to the modernist contri-
butions of Soviet cinema, arthouse films by 
Western directors such as Alain Resnais, 
Michelangelo Antonioni, Francesco Rosi 
or Chris Marker are discussed in detail. 

A double paradox results from the 
relative lack of distinctions regarding 
contemporary cinematic modernism in 
the Romanian cultural press. On the one 
hand, since the mid-1960s, the influence 
of the type of modernism with “subjec-
tivist” tendencies described by Plazewski 
began to be felt in Romanian cinema, in 
films such as Lucian Pintilie’s Duminică la 
ora 6/ Sunday at Six (1966), Andrei Blaier’s 
Diminețile unui băiat cuminte/ The Mornin-
gs of a Sensible Youth (1967) or Savel Sti-
opul’s Ultima noapte a copilăriei/ The Last 
Night of Childhood (1968). However, the 
reviews or articles in the cultural avoided 
as much as possible to mention the term 
“modernism”, even in a context in which 
the development of a modernist direction 
in Romanian cinema was obvious. On the 
other hand, even though in the late 1960s 
books began to appear with phrases asso-
ciated with modernism in their titles, their 
authors theorized a version of modernism 
that was meant to keep its distance from 
modernist excesses. 

Along with Adrian Marino, one of 
the most well-known authors of that era 
who ventured into such theorizing was 
Marcel Breazu. After being appointed in 

the mid-1960s as professor of aesthetics 
at the Institute of Fine Arts in Bucha-
rest, he subsequently published some of 
his lectures, with titles such as Moderni-
tate și decadentism în artă [Modernity and 
Decadence in Art] (1967) and Realism și 
modernitate în artă [Realism and Moder-
nity in Art] (1973). Breazu’s writings are 
among the most symptomatic of the way 
modernism is conceptualized in art in the 
1960s, mainly through a skillful avoidance 
of the main concept under discussion. For 
instance, in Modernitate și decadentism în 
artă, he sketched a history of “modernity” 
in art, starting from representative names 
of modernism such as Wassily Kandinsky, 
Arnold Schoenberg, Alban Berg, Anton 
Webern, Franz Kafka, Marcel Proust or 
James Joyce22. Breazu’s interdisciplinary 
and informed approach, however, reduced 
the modernist gesture, in accordance with 
the theoretical discussions of the time, to 
an opposition to what was traditional in 
art. This cautious formulation of the princi-
ples of modernism, which generally leaves 
aside observations about form, is obvious 
from the way in which he minutely ana-
lyzed, without ever mentioning the word 
“modernism”, the formal novelty of Alain 
Resnais’ film L’Année dernière à Marienbad/ 
Last Year at Marienbad in a brief chapter 
of his volume Convorbiri despre artă [Con-
versations about Art], published in 197123. 
Persistent in Breazu’s analyses are the ob-
jections to normative theories of socialist 
art, by which are meant the more dogmat-
ic theorizations of the past. On the other 
hand, in his attempts to define the essence 
of modernity, Breazu often warned against 
the falsity of adopting a type of modernity 
that could only be described as an artistic 
gesture detached from the social context 
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that generated it. Taking up in his writings 
the theory of a modernity that cyclical-
ly redefines the tradition that precedes it, 
Breazu advocates, like other authors of the 
time, a type of modernism that is equally 
conformist and non-conformist. 

The particular case of the Romanian 
modernist cinema of the 1960s is, there-
fore, an instance of a cultural movement 
which lacks an adequate contemporary 
theorization. In order to preserve mod-
ernism – often defined as “modernity” – at 
a distance from the criticisms that might 
have been leveled against it because of its 
affiliations to aesthetic ideas prevalent in 
the West, although its formal innovations 
were clearly understood in the era in which 

it appears, its characteristics were usually 
theorized in terms of a timeless conflict 
between tradition and modernity. There-
fore, although the formal innovations of 
the Romanian modernist films were noted 
at the time of their appearance, the broader 
aesthetic framework that took into account 
only a timeless modernity eventually limit-
ed their reception within the culture that 
produced them.
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