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Nationalism was one of the most persistent hallmarks of the Romanian
communism. 1 It played an important part in the construction of the official
discourses within various fields and disciplines and it became gradually the allencompassing tissue which fed Romanian communism for such a long time.2 The
appeal to nationalism became an efficient means of channeling and furthering
popular enthusiasm on behalf of the Party and its leadership. It also offered the
Romanian leadership the needed ideological framework in order to legitimate
itself. Although the field of art was far less touched by the employment of
nationalism as an ideological tool, it contributed nevertheless to the orchestration
of the official nationalistic discourse.3 The present paper is an attempt to
investigate the forms that the discourse on nation took within the field of art
creation and to point to the ways in which the syntagma of ‘national art’ was
employed in order to reinforce the official discourse on nation.

Political steps within the process of defining the ‘nation’
Romanian nationalism, in its communist variant, manifested itself both as a
defensive and as an offensive nationalism. Defensive nationalism appeared
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mainly as a reaction to external, political or economic factors, perceived as
intrusive interventions in the internal affaires of Romania. Such was the case
when Romanian leadership reacted against the Soviet initiative of limiting and
imposing the economic development of each country within the Soviet bloc.4
According to this plan, Romania would have become a supplier of raw materials
and agricultural products for the more industrialised members of the communist
camp, such as East Germany, Poland or Czechoslovakia.5 The reaction of the
Romanian leadership to this plan was made public in the official newspaper of
the Party in April 1964, when the autonomous economic policy was vehemently
stated.6
The alteration from a defensive form of nationalism to an offensive one took
place in August 1968, when Ceausescu denounced and refused to take part along with the other members of the Warsaw Pact – to the invasion of
Czechoslovakia. Romanians, as well as foreign observers, catalogued the reaction
of the Romanian leadership as a genuine concern for the fate of the
Czechoslovaks and the reforms undertaken by Dubcek at that time. This false
assessment of Ceausescu’s words led to an unprecedented popular support on
behalf of the Party as well as to the international singling out of Ceausescu as an
‘autonomous’, ‘dissident’ leader within the communist camp. 7 It matters less at
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this point of discussion that Ceausescu’s condemnation of Czechoslovakia’s
invasion was a fearful reaction to sharing a similar fate rather than an approval of
Dubcek’s reforms.8 What is indeed significant in this episode is the massive
appeal to nationalism. The employment of nationalism took of course the form of
defending the right of every country to choose its own pattern of development.9
But Ceausescu went further and he started using an offensive form of nationalism
which made room for the praise of national past, national heroes or personal
communist credentials. The mixture between these elements became in the
period of mature ceausescuism a salient feature of the Romanian communism as
well as the most important mechanism of backing the extensive leader’s cult:
It was said that in Czechoslovakia there was a danger of counter-revolution; maybe
tomorrow there will be someone who will say that here too, at this rally, counterrevolutionary tendencies were manifested. We answer to all of them: the entire Romanian
people will not allow anybody to violate the territory of our homeland... We are
communists and anti-fascists who faced prisons and death, but we have never betrayed
the interests of our working class, of our people. Be sure, comrades, be sure, citizens of
Romania, that we shall never betray our homeland, we shall never betray the interest of
10
our people.

In this paragraph – which is a fragment from the public speech Ceausescu
delivered on August 22, 1968 in front of the people gathered in the Palace of the
Republic Square in Bucharest - originates the mechanism which subtly backed
the peculiar Romanian nationalism. Ceausescu ascribed the nation rather than the
working class the leading role in the process of communism construction in
Romania. Furthermore, he identified the Romanian Communist Party not only
with the proletarian but also with the entire nation and consequently he
reinforced the link between him and the people.11
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The offensive nationalism took a far more radical form in 1971, when the July
Theses were launched. This moment is of utmost importance for the issue at
stake here, as it marked the shift from economic and political nationalism to the
ideological and cultural forms of it. The July Theses were elaborated by
Ceausescu himself after he paid a visit in China and North Korea in the summer
of 1971. He was there profoundly impressed by the popular mobilisation he
could witness, by the power and status of the Party.12 When he came back, he
delivered two speeches within the Central Committee of the Romanian
Communist Party13 , which inaugurated what was la ter called the 'Mini cultural
revolution', named after 'The great proletarian revolution'. On a more practical
level, the launching of the July Theses marked the breaking off with the former
reconciliation strategy towards the society and the return to the hard line of
ideological and mobilisational activity. More precisely, the leader's initiative
concretised in a neo-Stalinist-like attack against intellectuals and the freedom
achieved by them in the period of relative liberty which followed Stalin's death.
Furthermore, it led to the reinforcement of the Socialist Realist principles. The
Theses concretised also in a stigmatisation of any kind of pro-occidental
orientation and of its adherents and in the praise of national values and implicitly
the national past:
A not very becoming practice has developed, comrades, to look only at what is being
done elsewhere, abroad, to resort for everything to imports. This betrays also a certain
concept of considering everything that is foreign to be better, a certain – let us say –
prostration before what is foreign, and especially before Western makes... You well know
that in the past Eminescu critised and made fun of such mentalities in his poems. The
more so we have to do it today... We are against bowing down before everything that is
foreign... Time has come for [emphasising] the need to resort to [our] own forces in the
first place,... and only afterwards to appeal to import.14

The July Theses meant in fact an official demand that Party activists and
intellectuals take over the topics of nation and national culture and redefine them
12
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according to the new Party interests. They provoked indeed vivid debates on
topics as the relationship between national culture and mass culture, the criteria
according to which a work of art should be constructed in order to be widely
perceived, the role of professionals and amateurs in the creation of works of art.
All these discussions led ultimately to the exaltation of the past artistic creation,
which was acknowledged as the perfect source of inspiration for the works of art
to be produced. This trend is part of the large ideological-cultural phenomenon
called protochronism. The protochronist theory, inspired by the virulent
nationalism that had broken out in Stalin’s Russia in the 1940s and 1950s, stated
Romanians’ pre-eminence in various cultural fields. The term was coined by the
literary historian and aesthetician, Edgar Papu, an intellectual trained in the
interwar period, who spent several years in a communist prison. He argues, in an
article published in the series Secolul XX, that ‘a number of Romanian literary
developments chronologically precede similar achievements in other countries’.15
After analysing a series of examples (he sees, for instance, the 15th century The
Teachings of Neagoe Basarab to His Son Teodosie as anticipating the European
baroque literature, the early 18th century writer Dimitrie Cantemir as a romantic
writer avant la lettre or the 19th century poet Mihail Eminescu as an ancestor of
both existentialism and sociology), Papu concludes that ‘protochronism is one of
the dominant and defining traits of our literature in the world context’. Once the
theory has been unleashed, both scholars and ideologists embarked upon the
‘glorious’ enterprise of finding Romanian ‘firsts’ in as many fields as possible.
All this was doubled by an extensive praise of the Romanian cultural and
political achievements. The discipline of history was one of those that suffered
most, along with the literary field, from the aberrant application of the
protochronist theory, but the field of art history was touched as well by it.

Defining ‘nation’ within the ideological-cultural context
The process of defining national art was tightly linked with the ideologically
constructed discourse about the nation. The nationalist discourse, that idealized
by exclusion and/or reinterpretation of historical data, a unitary nation in terms of
its historic past, ethnic constituents or prospective goals was duplicated by a
plead for a unitary art. The signal for taking up the issue of national art was once
again given by Ceausescu himself as early as 1968. He stressed, at the National
Conference of the Romanian Artists’ Union in 1968 – the first at which he
participated in his capacity as General Secretary of the Party – that ‘each artist in
his own manner, within his own style should render the unity of ideas that
dominate today our socialist society....’16 The freedom of creation being
15
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declamatorily hailed, Ceausescu highlighted nevertheless that artists had certain
duties towards the Party and the Nation, which should be accomplished within
the framework designed by the Party ideology. The Party ideologues as well as
the art critics took over and discussed Ceausescu’s formulation, fixing
themselves upon a syntagma that seemed to encompass adequately the idea ‘diversity in unity’. 17 As incongruous as it might sound, the syntagma referred to
a controlled diversity of styles within a well-defined ideological framework, as it
was revealed when the topic was dealt with further in various publications. It
became ‘a unitary artistic movement, guided by a clear ideological conception,
by open and innovatory spirit’. 18 The initially invoked ‘diversity’ was rapidly
amended and circumscribed by the July Theses’ reference to the necessity that
works of art have the working people both as topic and main beneficiary. This
meant a limitation of the artistic means used, as the works of art should be
produced in an accessible, clear language. Discussions within the internal
meetings of the RAU, as well as discussions that took place in the press
highlighted the fact that the works of art inspired by Occidental artistic ‘fashio ns’
are not suitable for a working-class based society. Any experimentation in the
field of art creation was theoretically banned and the return to the figurative
tradition proclaimed almost as a rule.
Art critics and art historians played an important role within the process of
defining the notion of ‘national art’. This affirmation could seem an
exaggeration, especially if we are the supporters of the theory according to which
intellectuals were a marginalized category during communism, without real
means to oppose the dictatorial power. My opinion is more nuanced. The
communist society - in which discourse was both powerless and full of impact –
functioned mainly on the basis of discursive ‘reality’. Discourse was the tool that
modeled/controlled the society and not other way round. That is why discursive
articulations became important/influent, no matter whether they were sincere or
not. In other words, intellectuals (backed by ideologists) were those who
maintained the illusion that system was functioning, that what was said at the
very top was true and should be supported.
17
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As far as the specific problem of national art was concerned, I believe that
initially art critics and historians felt comfortable with such a topic, as it was one
with a long and established tradition in Romanian culture. 19 The exaggerations,
contaminations from the political sphere, the sometimes grotesque accents (that
appeared especially in relation with the theory of protochronism) were only the
result of opportunism, giving up, need to achieve public status. I shall attempt in
the following pages to analyse the larger context in which the notion of ‘national
art’ was discussed, as well as the manner in which the contamination of the
discourse on ‘national art’ with the political one, influenced the former.
Due to a long tradition of focusing on and supporting national art creation, the
general attitude of the Romanian critics during the communist period was rather
conservative. This position would be revealed especially when discussions
centered on the reception of art trends considered un-compatible with the
generally accepted artistic currents appeared. Apart from the artistic production
itself, a brief investigation of the official publication of the Romanian Artists’
Union, Arta, reveals a moderate attitude of the art critics as regards the avantgarde manifestations or experimentalism in art in general. It can even be said that
during the entire communist period, the art critics lagged behind the artistic
evolution itself, favour ing the ‘tradition of common sense’20 rather than
experimental endeavours. This ‘tradition of common sense’ would be integrated
in an organic conception on the development of Romanian art, according to
which the main source of inspiration for the contemporary art production should
be sought in the art of the past.21 The art critic Magda Cârneci considers that the
year 1968 was a focal moment for the ‘movement’ that denied the experimental
tendencies, ‘movement’ that she attributes to ‘the fracture between the young
generation and the rest of the artistic community’ 22 It true that the end of the
1960s and the beginning of the 1970s represented a moment of openness,
experimentation and borrowings from the Occidental art which probably
disoriented the older generation of art critics. But behind this circumscribed
19
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moment, which was due to the general context of liberalization, it can be noticed
a constant and well-defined penchant of the art critics towards the appreciation of
the traditional Romanian art against the international currents.
The declared ‘resistance’ to experimental undertakings influenced as well the
relationship between the work of art and exhibitions. A work of art that was to be
displayed within an exhibition should have a finite character. This meant that the
art work should be in a finite form as far as its form and idea implied were
concerned. Within the regular collective exhibitions as well as in the personal
ones, there were not supposed to be permitted works of art that would give the
impression that the artist was still in a tentative, explorative period. An exhibition
should be, by all means, the finalization of an idea in a visual, readable form. As
a matter of fact, the Union had no special spaces where young artists or those
who had a natural penchant for art experiment could expose their ideas/works.
When such manifestations took place, they were received unfavourably by public
as well as by the official critics.23 Even when explorations, searches, experiment
– in other words all that could lead to styles incompatible with the official trend –
were accepted as necessary steps in the formation or artistic development of an
artist, they were supposed to take place within the studios: ‘The exacerbation of
subjectivity can lead to the situation when the public assists to exhibitions of
‘explorations’, without being able to discern what is searching for and for whom.
The explorations (any artist in every epoch faced them) are necessary, but for the
public they cannot be of any interest before they concretized in a finite work of
art under every aspect…’24 The preoccupation for what was exposed within the
Union’s spaces was justified by the care for the Romanian public, whose artistic
receptivity was not supposed to be aggressed, but, on the contrary, modeled: ‘If
an artist aggresses excessively the exiting receptivity of art lovers, he/she has no
right to complain against the ‘opacity’ of our public. The arpeggios, the scales,
no matter what brilliant they are, are practiced at home no during the concert.’25
All this manner of treating exhibitions – in the written press and in the way they
were assembled as well– was the result of the way exhibitions were conceived –
an occasion of educating the public.
This manner of conceivin g exhibitions and the role of a work of art in general
had as a result the re-emergence of the debates on militant art, which preceded
the discussions about national art/national essence. Those debates were retaken
23
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antinomies and arguments that remembered sometimes the great debates in the
press of the 1950s, without having instead their virulence. The nucleus of those
debates was the pair militant art – art for art’s sake. For example, the art critic
Dan Grigorescu started an article where he was supposed to address the issue of
tradition in art with a discussion about militant art in universal context.26 He
remarked the general tendency in the post 1945 period towards an art concerned
with ‘the participation to the social existence’, disparaging at the same time those
theoreticians who still supported ‘art as a form of pure contemplation, as a
construction that justifies by itself and for itself, apart from any social and
political purposes’.27 The next step in the author’s argumentation was that of
singling out the attempt of each nation to define its identity as one of the essential
features of the postwar international politics, especially in the context of an
increasingly dynamic society, where the exchange of information and ideas was
so intense. Art was equally influenced by this rapid flux of dissemination of ideas
and artistic forms. That was why artists and theoreticians should attempt to
‘establish a coherent and functional rapport between innovation and tradition, in
other words the conservation of the specific character of a national culture.’28
The placement of discussion in European context was a little strange for 1986,
year in which the article signed by Dan Grigorescu appeared in Arta review. The
situation described had little if nothing in common with the reality of the
Romanian society of that time. During the last years of communist dictatorship,
the exchange of information with the Western world was minimal. There was no
risk of massive contamination with disturbing artistic forms. The accent put on
this tendency as being one of general amplitude was nothing more than an
attempt to distract the attention from the similarities with the debates from the
1950s and to give the impression of normality and integration in a period when
the reality was very much different.
Art experimentalism continued in spite of the indications given by the official
line and art theoreticians had to struggle to accommodate the traditional art
creation to the modernist, international trends. They had to find a manner of
linking the abstract tendencies registered in the Romanian art of the late 1960s
and the beginning of the 1970s to the traditional artistic heritage. Therefore, they
saw in the abstract repertoire of forms and signs of the Romanian folk art the
source of inspiration for these tendencies:
One of the central problems of our artistic creation is to express originally the Romanian
artistic environment. The modern leaning toward the system of synthetic thinking and the
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concision of language can find a vast repertoire of solutions in the universe of forms of
our folk art and of our cult art developed from the former. 29

To the suspicions of isolation and orientation towards past, critics responded
giving the example of Brâncusi’s works, that began to be interpreted massively
through the influence of folk art. Through this unilateral process of reading his
works, Brâncusi became the most important figure in a relatively long list of 19th
and early 20th century artists, whose works of art were considered representative
for the true depiction of the Romanian spirit. Consequently, an artistic pantheon,
similar to that built up in the field of history, became available and ceaselessly
circulated. This gave birth as well to another related topic, that of the original
Romanian contribution to world art heritage, which only could be achieved
through recourse to the traditional forms of art:
History is merciless with all empty forms , with all that do not bears the sign of profound
authenticity. The way to authenticity, to universality goes naturally [....] through this
30
pattern, through this inner form which is given by the national history and culture.

The process of linking the current artistic creation with the traditional forms of
art had in fact several phases. In a first declamatory stage, the continuity between
tradition and contemporary art seemed to need no demonstration. It was a widely
accepted assumption that ‘far from being opposed, tradition and contemporary
visions of the world mix together and complete each other.’31 Later on, the
mechanism of projecting contemporary concepts and ideas upon past artistic
achievements was employed in order to prove the continuity between past and
present. This undertaking had the best results within the field of history where the
events of the past were re-written according to the Party ideology and needs of
legitimization, but it proved to be efficient in the field of art history as well. Here
is a passage that highlights this aleatory intermingling of past and current
concepts:
We have today a better understanding of the perennial values of our multi-secular art, in
which we recognise ideas of great vitality, such as optimism and confidence in the laws
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of the world, love for the deeds and faces of people, for nature, as well as the delicate
32
leaning for moderation, beauty of forms, for freshness and expressiveness of color.

Whereas the ‘the love for nature’, ‘leaning for moderation’ or ‘[leaning for]
freshness and expressiveness of color’ belong to the traditional way in which
Romanian spirituality and art creation were defined, the attributes of ‘confidence
in the laws of the world’ or ‘love for the deeds and faces of people’ are obviously
new additions to an extended and mixed definition of Romanianness.
The appeal to tradition had, as we have seen above, different phases. It
embraces the re-defining/re-employment of the archaic, folkloric fond, as well as
the invocation of the 19th century art, considered a continuation of the archaic
one. The mediaeval-Byzantine segment was equally recuperated by the
invocation of the painting of historical inspiration as well as through the
emergence of the neo-Byzantine trend.
The art of historical inspiration was, undoubtedly, one of the best defined trends
in the art of the 1970s and the 1980s. It supported and translated visually the
official nationalist discourse. The realization of works that rememorised past or
contemporary events in a historical perspective played a double role. First of all,
these works represented an easy to grasp visual stimulus which facilitated the
remembering of a certain event or historical personage and gave the impression
of national cohesion. They were, by the same token, a background against which
the desired correlations between the past and the communist reality or between
historical figures of the national pantheon and Ceausescu himself seemed
smoother to be made On the other hand, in the painting of historic al inspiration,
as it was being practiced in the 1970s and 1980s, there could be discerned
obvious influences of the style/techniques considered to be characteristic for the
traditional Romanian art. The art critics of that period remarked that aspect,
considering that the best relation between tradition and innovation seemed to
have been fulfilled in that very kind of art production: ‘the renewal of the
Romanian art occurred especially in the last two decades, since our spiritual
tradition, our national history, from its most ancient manifestations until the
present days, has become the main subject of our works of art …’33
The mural art offered also inspiration in terms of technique, which allowed
simplifications and stylizations of remarkable modernity: ‘The mural painting
forces the artist to operate simplification of expression that meet with the most
modern initiatives in painting […] primitivist tendencie s, á-plat, drawing that
accentuates the counters, simplified shadows, luminosity of tones.’34 The
32
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painting of historical inspiration became a trend especially encouraged from the
beginning of the 1970s. This tendency in the art of Ceausescu Era can be
perceived by merely looking through the pages of Arta review. The selection of
the reproductions that appeared in the review was most often than not made
according to these criteria. Not only was the presentation of the reviews of the
exhibitions, which was anyway supposed to consist of this kind of images, made
in this way, but in the reviews of exhibitions having no specific topic, such as the
regular salons, appeared precisely those images that represented a historical topic
or a portrait of Ceausescu’s.
Another important point on which ideologists and theoreticians focused was
that of defining national art through the agency of style and/or national essence.
Evidently it was more useful from a political point of view to subscribe to the
definition of national art in terms of its national essence, because it allowed a
definition of national art in vague terms and therefore more easily to control.
Through the circumscription of the notion of ‘national essence’ with the wanted
attributes of the Romanian nation, the concept of ‘national art’ was modeled
indirectly, even more as these two tended to overlap frequently. 35 On the other
hand, there was already available a long inter-war tradition in this sense that
could be employed in order to sustain successfully this idea.36 The art critics
reiterated almost entirely the discussions on ‘national specificity’ which animated
the inter-bellum intellectuals, maintaining themselves in a comfortable epigonic
attitude. Some of them denounced the definition of the notion of ‘national art’
through the agency of ‘national specificity’ as too vague and outdated. They
preferred instead to focus on the discussion of the notion of ‘style’ which they
treated in such a way that it ended by encompassing the old concept of ‘national
specificity’: ‘I do not believe, for instance, that the national in art can be reduced
to ‘national specificity’ […] National specificity confers to art a ‘local colour’, a
local tone. […] By national art I understand a specific, or iginal cultural form, and
this can be defined by style, by a relative unity of forms and of the spirit that
patrons them. 37 A second direction in the process of defining the notion of
‘national specificity’ was through the delineation of a certain topic or a certain
at the commemorative exhibition ’50 Years from 1907’, where the influence of Byzantine
painting is evident. The same influences are singled out when the works of historical
inspiration that were supposed to decorate the facades of the National Theatre in
Bucharest are discussed (project 1972, unrealised).
35
‘… culture and nation are not two distinct realities, two limitroph concepts, but
correlative and, after all, co-substantial’, Anatol Mîndrescu. Arta nationala si stil/
National Art and Style (Contemporanul, 8 June 1968).
36
For a detailed discussion on traditionalism, national specificity, autochthonism in the
fine arts and art theory of the 1920s in Romania see Ioana Vlasiu. Anii ’20, traditia si
pictura româneasca (Bucuresti: Meridiane, 2000).
37
Anatol Mîndrescu, art. cit.
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manner of representation related with the artistic sensibility and spirituality
specific for the Romanian people. Art critics, following the interwar tradition,
opted for the definition of ‘national specificity’ in terms of local spirituality.
Elena Costescu, for instance, defined ‘national specificity’ according to the
classic definition of Wölfflin, seeing in it ‘an issue of interpretation rather than a
thematic one’.38 She points to the usually wrong and narrow evaluation of that
notion during the interwar period 39 , as being related exclusive ly to the topic
represented. She cites as well those interwar artists and theoreticians who backed
the idea of defining ‘national style’ in terms of Romanian spirituality (Sirato,
Tonitza, Blaga)40 In this context it is worth mentioning the identification of artists
such as Grigorescu and Brâncusi as representative figures for the national art,
although both of them produced, through their works, the most significant
technical fractures in the development of Romanian art.41
A particularly interesting phenomenon appeared towards the end of the 1970s,
whose presence can prove how deep the return to traditional mentalities and
artistic structures was, as well as how, theoretically forbidden borrowings from
religious art, were tolerated by those in power as long as they backed the official
trend of ‘communist nationalism’. The neo-byzantinism – as it was later labeled
– emerged in a period when the renewal of the Stalinist ideology and the pressure
represented by the widely praised mass culture and amateurs’ movement, forced
some of the professional artists to retreat to their studios and to cultivate
interiorisation and individualism. 42 Those who chose this form of confinement,
38

Eleonora Costescu. National si universal în arta/National and Universal in Art (Arta, 5,
1968, 28).
39
‘…the so called ‘national specificity’, that for a few decades constituted a major
preoccupation in our culture, has been more too often as a problem related dominantly, if
not exclusively, with the ‘theme’’, Idem, 28.
40
‘Not the ‘topic’, in other words what one represents in a painting, gives the national
specificity in art, but the manner in which one represents, depicts, presents, develops that
topic, because the manner is the modality of expressing oneself, it is the style, the thought
itself, the conception of a nation according to its temperament, culture, ethics, religion
[…] It is the ethics’ mirror.’ Olga Greceanu. Specificul national în pictura/National
Specificity in Painting (Bucuresti: Cartea Româneasca, f.a.).
41
‘Paradoxically, Grigorescu whom we always identify with the ‘Romanian specificity’
is the one who, from a technical point of view, tore himself in the most un-equivocal way
from the pattern of the local tradition. Within his own life span, he succeeded to make, in
the benefice of the Romanian art, the enormous jump from Byzantine icon to the
Barbizon’s plein-air, from academism to pre-impressionism.’, Andrei Plesu. Idilism si
uitare la Nicolae Grigorescu (Arta, 1, 1985).
42
See for an in depth analysis of this phenomenon Magda Cârneci. Art of the 1980s in
Eastern Europe. Texts on Postmodernism (Bucharest: Paralela 45, 1999, 93-109). For a
more succinct account on this issue see as well her book Artele plastice în România
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began to move towards the investigation of images imbued with archetypal or
spiritual meaning. Their interest in unambiguously declared spiritual values led
them to a different manner of rendering both representational and nonrepresentational art. Regardless of using a figurative or a non-figurative
repertoire, they employed various structures as a means of going beyond strictly
formal categories. In the end, their spiritual impulse was evidently channeled
towards archaic or Orthodox Christian traditions.
At the beginning of the 1980s, this tendency coagulated in a real aesthetic trend
that moved towards the ‘spiritualisation’ of the experimental impulse.43 The
artists who embraced and gathered around this idea began to re-employ an
abstract repertoire of forms and to investigate the mysterious Byzantine
iconography as a way of appropriating the spirituality behind it. Their paintings
focused usually on simple, elementary individual forms. In time their repertoire
evolved:
Sometimes the forms preserved a figural appearance – such as a gate, a throne, an altar, a
cross, a book, a vexillum, bread, a star – meant to embody specific Christian, particularly
Orthodox symbols. Sometimes these forms took geometric, almost abstract aspects,
intended to visualize wide-spread spiritual symbols such as the point, the crossing, the
44
centre, the mandala.

What was sought was a focus on individual objects and their reinvestment with
their primordial meaning. Artists’ ultimate scope was that of re-establishing a
sense of normality/spirituality in an ideologically corrupted space where the
contours of objects became blurred and especially the relationships between them
and people defective. Their choice for a prevalently religious inventory is not
difficult to grasp, as they often stated in their articles, diaries, notes their
intention of linking their undertaking as much as possible with what was
considered the authentic Romanian spirituality and art creation.
The movement was often seen as an existential alternative to the totalitarian
regime and the series of exhibitions of the neo-byzantine group was interpreted at
that time as a form of taking, silently, a political attitude. Even though for an
outsider’s point of view this trend can seem rather obsolete, neo-traditionalist and
excessively oriented towards the past, the younger generation regarded it as
‘avant-garde’ or ‘revolutionary’.45 It is not surprising therefore that a second
generation of artists continued the spiritual search of the previous one by altering
1945-1989/Fine Arts in Romania 1945-1989 (Bucharest: Meridiane, 2000, 156-158). In
the following pages, the account of the neo-byzantinist trend draws largely on these two
studies.
43
Magda Cârneci. Art of the 1980s…, 100.
44
Idem, 101.
45
Idem.
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the former approaches in order to express more visibly the spiritual dimension of
the images and objects represented. Just to prove the vigor of this movement, I
should add that this trend has remained highly fashionable even after 1989, the
artists involved – regardless of generation - grouping in a distinct team of artists,
having their own exhibitions’ place with periodical exhibitions and most often
generally positive reviews, being ultimately a palpable and individualised current
within the current artistic movement. On the other hand, a certain degree of
‘politicising’ of the movement after 1989, in the sense of a participation in the
‘pro or anti European integration’ debate or ‘the Orthodox values against the
Western corrupted culture’ dispute, proves, I think, the latent and not fully
exploited political side of the movement in the communist period.
To conclude, the process of defining national art was strongly linked to the
more general enterprise of re-defining terms such as ‘nation’, ‘national past’,
‘national history’. The large framework within which this process took place was
that delimited by ideological and political creeds, but it encompassed also
references to traditional ways of conceiving this issue. The notion of ‘national
art’ was circumscribed by placing it in the vicinity of terms and concepts that
belonged evidently to the political repertoire. On the other hand, the reemployment in connection with the concept of ‘national art’ of such notions as
‘militant art’, ‘art for art’s sake’, ‘experimentalism’, avant-garde’, etc, led to the
definition of the former in a very restrictive way. The accent put on the painting
of historical inspiration - as the most representative direction for the national art
of the 1970s and 1980s – marked a even greater limitation of the notion of
‘national art’. In addition, the classic scheme of dividing the Romanian culture in
three intertwining layers - a folkloric -archaic one, a mediaeval-orthodox one and
a modern one – was used and all of them were evoked and used within the
process of defining ‘national art’. The folkloric -archaic layer – considered both
the most neutral from an ideological point of view and the most easily to
recuperate in terms of the modernist discourse – was the most widely invoked
traditional constituent of the ‘national art’. It also served well the official trend of
protochronism. The mediaeval-orthodox layer was employed practically by
artists in order to elaborate the paintings of historical inspiration or those that
depicted contemporary political events (elements that remind the art of icons or
the votive portraits of the mediaeval leaders can be identified in the presidential
couple ’s portraits). The same Byzantine-Orthodox fond constituted the
inspirational material for the ‘dissident’ artists, un-involved or little involved in
the official production, but tolerated by those in power as long as they offered
visual solutions that contributed to the defining/refining of the nationalist
discourse. Finally, the modern layer offered a concrete and suitable style for the
official production of those years and was largely commented in the 1970s and
1980s.
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