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Editor’s Note 
Dana Duma
PhD Professor UNATC “I.L.Caragiale” Bucharest

T he ongoing interest generated by the evolution of New Romanian Cinema con-
tinues to fuel the exploration of recent developments in papers we include in 
this new issue of “Close up”. Christina Stojanova’s text scrutinizes the directors 

penchant to describe the proliferation of evil in a post-communist society in terms closer 
to genre formula or to self-reflexive narratives, which confirms the movement is switching 
from radical realism to more familiar or more self-conscious forms of storytelling. Andrei 
Gorzo’s contribution provides a critical look at some of the recent academic literature (in 
English) on the New Romanian cinema, mainly on recent books by Monica Filimon, László 
Strausz and Bogdan Popa. Some Romanian recent films are looked through the prism of 
re-spatialization of ostalgia, the topic of Wang Yao’s paper dedicated to Balkan post-com-
munist cinema and its political subtext. Anca Ioniță’s comparative analysis between Greek 
tragedy and Cristian Mungiu’s screenplays wants to demonstrate films such as 4 Months, 
3 Weeks and 2 Days, Beyond the Hills and Graduation are based on a plot constructed as a 
paradigm for choice and decision, as they are defined by Aristotle in the The Poetics.

A study on myths, narratives and their hero is tackled by Radu Nicoară’s article within 
a large scale perspective which links human culture as a whole and Darwinian evolutionary 
biology.

An episode of diasporic Romanian cinema, the disappearance of the film Tararira made 
by Benjamin Fondane in Buenos Aires, is reinterpreted, within the framework of Argentine 
cinema industry and international context of 1936, by Dana Duma.

Two other articles of this issue are dedicated to more theoretical topics. Irina Trocan’s 
text establishes similarities between Antonioni’s film Blow up and recent essay films, 
trying to define the specificity of this genre, while Ana Agopian proposes a comparative 
analysis between Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels and his screenplays, in an attempt to draw 
a conclusion regarding the possibilities for defining the screenplay as a literary form. The 
book review section is focused on a new book on feminism and cinema, “Feminist Film 
Theory and Pretty Woman” by Mari Ruti, reviewed by Iulia Voicu.

I want to thank to all the contributors for their efforts and invite other authors to 
publish in our journal papers on the amazing developments of the medium.
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Some Notes on the Phenomenology 
of Evil in New Romanian Cinema

Christina Stojanova
University of Regina, Canada 
christina.stojanova@uregina.ca

It is clear that ethics cannot be expressed. Ethics are transcendental. (Ethics and aesthetics are one.)  

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Proposition 6.421, 1922/2015: 108

We need more understanding of human nature, because the only real danger that exists is man himself. 

He is the great danger, and we are pitifully unaware of it. We know nothing of man, far too little. His 

psyche should be studied, because we are the origin of all coming evil. 

Carl Gustav Jung, 1959/77: 436

Abstract 
Starting from relevant claims (by Wittgenstein, Jung, Paul Ricoeur) on the difficulties 
to examine and define evil, the article tries to scrutinize a new trend in the 
representation of evil in three recent Romanian films. Although the subtle narratives 
of New Romanian Cinema usually avoid self-nominating melodramatic villains, the 
three films signed by Bogdan Mirică, Marian Crișan and Gabriel Achim show less 
discretion in the portraying of wicked characters. The directors’ penchant to describe 
the proliferation of evil in a post-communist society in terms closer to genre formula 
or to self-reflexive narratives confirms the movement is switching from radical realism 
to more familiar or more self-conscious forms of storytelling and tackling of the 
good-evil dilemma. 
 
Keywords 
New Romanian Cinema, representation of evil, film ethics, film aesthetics, Carl Gustav 
Jung, moral dilemma, Cristi Puiu, Bogdan Mirică, Gabriel Achim, Marian Crişan

A s discussed elsewhere, New Romanian Cinema owes its edge to the unusually 
demanding concern of its directors with the artistic and moral integrity of their 
characters, which I believe is best described by the cited above Wittgenstein’s 

pronouncement ‘ethics and aesthetics are one.’ It should therefore come as no surprise 
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that, at Transylvania International Film Festival (2016), there were premiered three films, 
which openly deal with the issue of evil, its representation and repercussions, and with 
one’s choices in the face of it: Bogdan Mirica’s debut Dogs (Câini, 2016), Marian Crisan’s 
Horizon (Orizont, 2015) and Gabriel Achim’s The Last Day (Ultima zi, 2016).

The question of evil has been amongst the most troubling for Western philosophical 
and psychological thought, where the interconnectedness between the concepts of evil, 
morality and God has created a growing conundrum of sorts as our contemporary society 
has become predominantly atheist (Eagleton, 2014). Like ‘evil’, ‘moral’ is a religious term, 
and the idea that morality cannot exist without a belief in God, is deeply ingrained in 
Western culture (McKay: online).

Indeed, there are precious few philosophical discussions on the nature of good and evil, 
which openly challenge the religious discourse on this issue (Nietzsche’s defiant Beyond 
Good and Evil being one of the most notorious). In his ground breaking text Culture 
and the Death of God, Terry Eagleton holds fast onto Nietzsche’s view that the “project 
of unifying all values under the aegis of a rational reconstruction of morality is merely a 
long shadow cast in the slow eclipse of Christian transcendental faith” (Eagleton, 2014). 
Moreover, upon closer examination of modern Western language, used to describe repulsive 
or dark entities, words reveal – through their relationship to religion despite our desire to 
be rational – the ongoing dilemma Western society grapples with in its attempt to eradicate 
religion through reason.

It is not, however, easy to just replace the religious discourse with a secular and atheistic 
one. The modern and post-modern rejection of the word ‘evil,’ yet our inability to ‘call 
it what it is,’ proves this point by creating a cultural blind spot, related to ‘evil’ concepts, 
usually mired in elaborate terminological discussions, which in their turn tend to branch 
into irresolvable arguments between theology and philosophy, as the enormous body of 
interpretations, generated by the publication of Paul Ricœur’s seminal work The Symbolism 
of Evil (1960) teaches us. In short, one of the reason we cannot recognize evil for what it 
is, is because we have no language to describe it. And therefore, because we cannot name 
evil outside of religion, it doesn’t exist. As the famous line in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 
Karamazov proclaimed: ‘If God does not exist, then everything is permitted’ (Lewy, 2008: 1).

Carl Gustav Jung and his followers suggest yet another – also rooted in Christian religion 
– reason for our inability to cope with evil not only linguistically, but also psychologically. 
As Marie-Louise von Frantz – a versatile feminist interpreter of Jungian analytical psychol-
ogy – writes, in “most non-Judeo-Christian religions (with the exception of Buddhism), 
the gods (or the supreme deity) are destructive as well as good.” This tendency was however 
gradually replaced by excluding evil as a standalone category or entity from the realm of 
God, who is considered a summum bonum – that is, the highest good, while the evil, the 
dark side, was formulated by Saint Augustine as the absence of God – or privatio boni. 
Phenomenologists like Paul Dickson turn this argument around and assert that evil is 
due to “ontological self-deception”, leading to the wrongful assumption of “freedom in 
isolation.” Dickson goes on to even create a tripartite taxonomy of conditions that are 
the sine-qua-non for evildoers: from “trying to be a god which is for God alone,” through 
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“attempting to be the highest sphere while everything and everyone else is on a lower 
plane of existence”, to finally “becoming the measure of all things” and believing that 
“nothing is true unless in accordance with the premise of freedom in isolation” (1995: 5-7). 
Interestingly enough, according to von Frantz’ reading of the scriptures, Christ himself 
foresaw the implications of this dangerous bias towards the absolute good “when speaking 
of the [coming of ] Antichrist” as a compensatory ‘countermovement’ which, in her view, 
has gradually undermined “the Christian teachings step by step” after “the beginning of 
the second millennium AD” (1993: 193-94).

In this line of thought, art – and especially theatre and cinema – have made a significant 
contribution to the representation and tackling of evil. It would be intriguing, therefore, 
to see how Dogs, Horizon, and The Last Day construe evil in stark contrast to the psycho-
logical and narrative subtlety of New Romanian Cinema, which habitually steers clear of 
genre-specific, Manichean character polarizing or open moral agenda. And particularly 
avoids self-nominating, melodramatic villains, albeit the genesis of these characters could 
be found in the almost poetic diabolism of Sinisa Dragin’s serial killer Dumitru from 
Every Day God Kisses Us on the Mouth (În fiecare zi Dumnezeu ne sărută pe gură, 2002), 
who “comes to believe that he is a part of God’s plans as evil incarnate,” and turns into “a 
spiritual werewolf, both bestial and superhuman, stuck between life and death, the demonic 
and the sacred” (Stojanova, 2005: 225).

Eight years later, the dashingly extrovert energy of Dragin’s villain was counterbalanced 
– or rather sucked in – by Cristi Puiu’s introverted serial killer Viorel from Aurora (Romania, 
France, Switzerland, Germany, 2010). As Romanian phenomenologist Cristian Ferencz-Flatz 

Vlad ivanov in Dogs directed by Bogdan Mirica
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rightfully notes, the ‘lack of understanding’ for Viorel’s ‘locked-in’ character evolves from 
a “formal epiphenomenon of the situation of observation that the film constructs” – which 
could also be seen as a ‘dysfunction’, or a communicational break-down on all levels – to 
a dominant ‘theme of the film’ by way of ingenious integration of what he calls ‘structural 
flaw’ of the film. Furthermore, Ferencz-Flatz believes that “Puiu’s true ambition is, as it was 
with Lăzărescu, to speak about “love”’ in “the negative, through its absence… by describing 
a world in which it is missing” (2013: 37-40). In other words, not unlike Hannah Arendt 
who – in her famous book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (1963) 
– sees Eichmann as part and parcel of formidable bureaucratic hierarchies, and therefore 
an epitome of anonymous evil whose banality resists representation, Puiu sees Viorel as 
part and parcel of his dehumanized and dysfunctional environment, and equally resistant 
to interpretation (which has most likely prompted him to take on Viorel’s role himself ). 
Moreover, Puiu’s film is an experiment in creating a new aesthetics, capable of grasping the 
macabre post-Communist reality in a manner more adequate than provided by genres and 
conventions, borrowed from Hollywood. The experiments with cinema of process, that is, 
with time – applied so aptly in Bela Tarr’s films to the same analytical socio-cultural effect 
– emerge as a central feature of the New Romanian Cinema aesthetics. Thus, manipulating 
time through long takes and alienating frame composition, Puiu allows for a psychological 
sketch of Viorel from outside in, so to speak, by creating a ‘cinematic situation’, where 
“our relationship with the content” witnessed, and “our [emotional] involvement”, are 
meticulously defined “through a precisely determined stylistic regime” (Ferencz-Flatz, 
2013: 33). This ‘cinematic situation’ reveals a view of the world, perceived subjectively by 
Viorel, as infinitely bland, and in stark contrast to the fact that, objectively, Viorel’s life is 
far from bland – he has a mistress; a good job; a loving mother; two beautiful daughters, 
and the amount of books and CDs in his apartment suggest interests other than those of 
his immediate survival. The point is that nothing, neither his obviously painful divorce, 
nor the inundated bathroom of his apartment, nor the fourfold murders or his surreal final 
confession before the police seems to ruff the flat surface of his existence. An extreme case 
of psychological colour-blindness, Viorel becomes synonymous of the depressingly bland 
post-Communist reality, which the long takes and slow editing pace allow for a good look 
at. Thus the ugly absurdities of his reality, long since devoid of humanism and beauty, let 
alone love and compassion, ultimately let the viewers decide for themselves whether it is 
Viorel or his environment that is the source of evil.

The most recent example of New Romanian Cinema discretion vis-à-vis explicit rep-
resentation of evil is Radu Muntean’s One Floor Below (Un etaj mai jos, 2015), where the 
murderer Viorel – an intertextual nod to Puiu! – is prevented from an open self-nomination 
only by the frustrated protagonist Sandu, who is trying hard to avoid getting involved.

Another important point of convergence of the objective – or social – evil and its 
individual or subjective manifestations, is the fact that the villains in the films under scru-
tiny belong to post-communist kleptocratic structures – from the formidable local tyrant 
Samir (Dogs), through the more sophisticated ‘operations overseer’ Zoli (Horizon), to the 
corrupt but intellectually refined and self-reflexive Mayor (The Last Day). This fact also 
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takes us back to the early days of New Romanian Cinema, more specifically to the callous 
drug-trafficking recruiter Marcel Ivanov from Cristi Puiu’s debut Stuff and Dough (Marfa 
și banii, 2001). Surely, quintessential New Romanian Cinema films like Bobi Paunescu’s 
Francesca (2010), Porumboiu’s Police. Adjective (Polițist, adjectiv, 2009) and Bogdan George 
Apetri’s Outbound (Periferic, 2010) do touch on the criminal fringe as epitome of social 
evil, which terrorizes the impoverished strata of post-communist Romanian society, yet – 
with the notable exception of Cătălin Mitulescu’s Lover Boy (2011) – the mechanisms of 
evil are never cast in the limelight.

Dogs, Horizon, and The Last Day could be seen as a tripartite treatise on the ethics and 
aesthetics of evil, with Dogs as its most conspicuous rendition. Quite close in spirit, if not 
in letter, to the legacy of 19th century melodrama – which emerged in response to “the 
loss of traditional values and the religious order,” and whose closest heir early cinema is in 
portraying evil as the extreme opposite of good – Dogs, as Peter Brooks has it in his study 
on Melodramatic Imagination, allows us to “locate and articulate” the post-communist 
“moral occult” in the confrontation between Samir and Roman (1976:5). Dragoș Bucur’s 
Roman, cast not so much as the innocent but as the ignorant – and arrogant – victim, is 
completely unaware of the criminal provenance of his grandfather’s wealth. For it turns 
out that the sprawling, fallow land masses he wants to sell are of critical importance for 
the local mafia of cross-border contrabandists, led by the ruthless thug Samir, played with 
wicked abandon by Vlad Ivanov. In order to further expose the “domain of operative 
spiritual values,” both “indicated within and masked by the surface of reality,” marred by 
the painfully protracted post-communist transition, the film introduces the terminally ill 
and aging cop Hogaș (Gheorghe Visu) as the unlikely hero – who, albeit late in the story, 
still restores justice (1976:5).

While in theatrical melodrama and thriller the villain – and to a great extend the victim 
and the hero – are more or less metaphysical expressions of the occulted forces, operating 

András Hatházi in Horizon directed by Marian Crisan
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beneath ‘the surface of reality,’ here they transcend their genre limitations thanks to the 
powerful actors’ presence, but mostly because of the film’s formal ingenuity. In an elegant 
enantiodromic* reversal, the stunning visuals of DOP Andrei Butică push the self-effacing 
minimalist aesthetics of New Romanian Cinema into its complete opposite – a rigorously 
refined formalism, which construes the open vistas of South-East Romania countryside as 
uncannily beautiful spaces from the edges of time. Their dusty prairie colours and deceptive 
tranquillity exude a visceral sense of cosmic loneliness, where townspeople like Roman 
– a prime exemplar of New Romanian Cinema characters – feel lost and out of control.

In addition to the elliptical editing, which deliberately obscures the otherwise straight-
forward narrative and creates suspense, the camera work stands out as “an instrument of 
villainy,” if we are to quote William Rothman’s brilliant essay (1990: 29). Any time when 
“camera and director side with the villain” at moments he “self-nominates by authoring 
the look” – that is, every time Samir enters the frame, hypnotizing us with his malicious 
words and deeds – the camera becomes an instrument of villainy (30). The most com-
manding instance of the camera as “an active instrument of evil” is the exquisitely shot 
final scene of Dogs: while Hogaș keeps shooting Samir at point blank, Samir – who has 
just murdered Roman and a few other people with a blunt hammer – remains seemingly 
unaffected and keeps moving menacingly towards Hogaș and the camera, grinning and 
staring unflinchingly at us, until Hogaș’ final shot brings him down. By capturing Samir’s 
direct gaze, the camera lets him reveal himself as an epitome of enduring evil, which denies 
our innocence, and, by suggesting that the very act of viewing is villainous, turns us into 
accomplices in his vile acts.

In Horizon, conversely, the lines between villain and victim are blurred in favour of 
building psychologically – and narratively – a more complex case than expected, where 
the chain of events is determined not so much by the operations of occulted spiritual and 
moral values, but is a direct result of the characters’ conscious choices. Aesthetically the 
most conventional among the three films discussed, Horizon follows loosely the genre for-
mula of what I have called elsewhere ‘the Mafiosi thriller,’ usually featuring a hardworking 
and honest man facing the choice to either perish, collaborate with the mafia, or kill his 
tormentors (Stojanova, 1998:38). Thus Lucian, a hard working chef, rents Horizon, a small 
mountain hotel with a restaurant, and brings his obviously urbanized family along in the 
hopes that – in spite of all odds – his hard work will finally ensure the good life for his 
beautiful wife Andra, their son, and Andra’s mother, who has also reluctantly tagged along. 
The subtle class and emotional tensions between Lucian and Andra additionally catalyze the 
conflict, which comes to a head when Lucian’s dream is first challenged, and then shattered 
by Zoli and his thugs, the local mafia of extortionists. Initially Lucian complies with their 
racket, but when Zoli starts to openly court his wife and humiliates him repeatedly, he 
seeks help from the police, only to realize quickly that getting the police involved would 
expose him to a greater danger. After killing Zoli – brutally and on camera – Lucian sets 

* A Jungian term, borrowed from Heraclitus, enantiodromia pertains to “the inherent compensatory 
tendency of all entities, pushed to the extreme, to go over to their opposites.” Anthony Stevens, On Jung 
(Penguin Books, 1990), 140.
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Horizon on fire, camouflaging the murder as an accident. In contrast to his quintessential 
New Romanian Cinema debut Morgen (2011), Crişan – thanks to his DOP here Oleg 
Mutu – uses a well established genre language, while subtly challenging and relativizing 
the conventions of the Mafiosi thriller from within.

According to Jung, the only way to tackle the dark side – or the individual or collective 
shadow – is to unflinchingly recognize its existence and power. For, to identify solely with 
the good and project your evil shadow on other people, or on other social and national 
entities, is disastrous on both personal and communal level. Jung even goes on to say that 
the future of the world depends on the aggregate conscious realizations that one’s psyche is a 
battleground of good and evil, and on the collective ability to balance out this never-ending 
conflict (1995: 205-6). Like in Morgen, the emphasis on emotionally charged silences and 
eloquent glances makes up for the scarcity of verbal exchanges, thus foregrounding once 
again the richly nuanced acting of András Hatházi, who – after Nelu (Morgen) – offers yet 
another version of his introverted self as Lucian. Far from being innocence unprotected, 
Rodica Lazăr’s Andra still falls victim to Zoli’s wicked charm, presented with matching 
strength by Zsolt Bogdán as the self-nominating villain. During the two dance macabre 
scenes with Andra, his insolent gaze – highlighted by Mutu’s otherwise self-effacing camera 
– moves slowly past her pretty but unsmiling face, and lands on the camera. Through this 
snake-like, unblinking stare, directed right at us, Crişan not only questions the very pos-
sibility to live well and remain honest in a post-communist reality, but reveals that Lucian 
and Zoli have moved away from the traditional Mafiosi genre opposition of victim and 
victimizer, and have become projections of each other’s shadow, and moral doppelgangers.

Flanked by Dogs and Horizon, Achim’s The Last Day emerges as the centre-piece of 
this triptych on evil, summing up both its ethical and aesthetic peculiarities, succinctly 

Doru Ana in The Last Day directed by Gabriel Achim
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formulated in the film’s promotional quote: “The devil used to tempt people, nowadays 
he doesn’t even bother. He just shows them the way and wishes them “safe journey!”.” 
Unlike Horizon and Dogs, where the battle against the (d) evil’s growing power is played 
out between two and three characters, respectively, and thus – according to Jung – creating 
unstable lopsided entities, vying for resolution in viewers’ imagination, here the narrative 
follows four protagonists, suggesting completeness. And while all three films violate the 
preferred twenty-four-hours narrative regime of New Romanian Cinema, Achim does 
so by introducing two layers of time, reflecting what Mircea Eliade calls the profane and 
the sacred levels of existence. Thus, the actual plot of a trip to the flat lands of Adrian’s 
childhood – on which he, a former engineer with a neck-brace and a monk-to-be, embarks 
somewhat reluctantly on the eve of taking his vows – covers less than twenty-four-hours of 
astronomical, or historical and profane, time. Yet the journey of the two-car convoy, which 
takes Adrian from the monastery, located high in the mountains, evolves in a mythical – 
or circular and sacred time, starting in a winter blizzard and ending up in the balmy flat 
lands, covered in greenery. Behind the wheel of the first car is Adrian’s once best friend, 
the autocratic small-town Mayor in the forceful performance of Doru Ana. The second 
car is driven by the Mayor’s side-kick, a corrupt local cop, whose companion is the town’s 
President of the Youth Christian League.

Jung’s theory of psychological functions – his major contribution to the field of general 
psychology – introduces thinking and feeling as the two rational functions, and intuition 
and sensation as the two irrational ones. For a healthy psyche, as Jung suggests, all four 
of them are to be in balance, with one superior, one inferior and two auxiliary functions, 
pretty much in the manner the Christian Holy Trinity was once equipoised by a “fiery god, 
the fourth by number” (Jung: online) – that is, by the powerful god of evil, very much 
present in the Egyptian and Old Testament traditions, as well as in Gnosticism, but later 
supressed by Christianity.

Based on his extensive studies in comparative anthropology, mythology and religion, 
Jung’s approach has been since applied to the study of culture as an expression of the extant 
collective consciousness. In the film’s quaternity, therefore, the corrupt Mayor could be 
homologized with the superior function in contemporary society, which is thinking as a 
form of overinvestment in the rational, materialistic and consumerist weltanschauung. The 
cop is easily linked to the auxiliary function of sensation since he has completely divested 
himself of agency for the sake of his immediate well-being. Intuition, the second under-de-
veloped auxiliary function, is epitomized by the church apparatchik who, despite his salaried 
religiosity, seems more confused than enthralled with Adrian’s genuine spiritual awakening.

Adrian – in Mimi Brănescu’s surprisingly chastened performance – endures in silence 
the Mayor’s conceited monologues, and only bursts in tears at the very end, at his climac-
tic passion scene. An obvious Christ-figure, he is however weakened and wounded (the 
neck-brace), epitomizing the Suffering Christ rather than the Redeemer, and therefore 
the neglected and inferior feeling function, which stands for compassion, love, fidelity, 
and anything spiritual or intangible that has been dumped or repressed into the collective 
unconscious by our (post) modern culture. Indeed, as Jung writes, the least differentiated 
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of the four, “the inferior function is practically identical with the dark side of the human 
personality” or with our personal or collective shadow (CW 9i, para. 222). Its presence 
as an autonomous complex is a ‘sure sign’ of the inferior function constellation, which 
“provides the psychological basis for discord and misunderstanding, not only as between 
two people, but also in ourselves… [The inferior function] is independent, it attacks, it 
fascinates, and so spins us about that we are no longer masters of ourselves and can no longer 
rightly distinguish between ourselves and others” (CW 7, para. 85). Moreover, for Jung the 
inferior function is not just the fundamental cause for human troubles, but also a moral 
imperative since it entails dealing with one’s shadow, and, by extension, with the powerful 
projections, meant to displace one’s dark and evil side onto others, and thus deal with it.

It is important to recall here that – as epitomes of the least developed function of the 
collective consciousness – Suffering Christ-like and Saviour figures in New Romanian 
Cinema belong to non-traditional or disadvantaged social strata, whether because of their 
gender – Mioara (The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu) and Otilia (4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days), 
their age – Mr. Lăzărescu, their ethnicity – Nelu (Morgen), or due to a low career status, 
like Cristi in Police, Adjective. Within the triptych under discussion, however – where the 
cancer-ravaged Hogaș from Dogs as yet another weakened Saviour kills Samir only after the 
damage is done, and more in an act of personal revenge rather than as an attempt to stop 
him from hurting more people – Adrian cuts a particularly frail Suffering Christ-figure. 
And thus, by extension, denotes an equally frail barrier against the influx of evil contents 
from the collective unconscious.

A veritable illustration of this is offered one-third through the film, when the Mayor 
gives a lift to a poor elderly man, braving the blizzard on the way to the city hospital where, 
as he claims, his wife is on her death bed. With the metaphorical-metaphysical slant of the 
film at this point already obvious, the pitiful old man could easily be seen as yet another 
Christ-like figure, who inspires kind-hearted Adrian to generously bequeath all of his 
money to him, as he would not need it “after tomorrow.” Except that it never becomes clear 
whether the old man is not a fake, as the passengers in the second car energetically assume, 
referring to the growing number of con-men, roaming the roads of provincial Romania with 
a similar or identical shtick, thus devaluating Adrian’s gesture as unnecessarily sentimental, 
and even worse. Therefore, the constellation of the feeling function as culturally inferior, 
is bound to release from the collective unconscious the thick shadow of a doubt towards 
anything that is not rationally justified and explained, including love and compassion for 
the others, but for oneself as well. Thus – in perfect tune with the apocalyptic stance of 
the film and its biblical allusions – Adrian’s humiliation could be read as a sign of the end 
of times, as St. Matthew’s Gospel warned in 24:24, since even he, who is to be anointed, 
is unable to recognize “false Christs and false prophets” from the true ones.

The Mayor’s obsession with self-recording – a tribute to the scattered self-reflexive, 
multimedia and intermedia inserts in New Romanian Cinema – is used wisely by the 
DOP George Chiper as a convenient stylistic device, which justifies diegetically the frontal 
shots, dominating the film. It also provides a nice self-reflexive link of The Last Day to 
Achim’s previous film, Adalbert’s Dream (Visul lui Adalbert, 2011), whose protagonist is 
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also a zealous amateur filmmaker. Indeed, the static frontal camera position allows us to 
follow closely the intriguing parallel dialogues in both cars, and also lets the Mayor stare 
at the camera and at us for long stretches of time, while proudly self-nominating himself 
as the most efficient villain in the region – and thus seeking our unconditional approval. 
Moreover, upon arriving at his hunting lodge, where this Unholy Trinity subjects Adrian 
to another series of humiliations, Achim uses a video insert to reveal that Mica, the love of 
Adrian’s life, has actually left him for the Mayor, to whom she is now unhappily married.

In another enantiodromic twist of the unambiguous visual regime of New Romanian 
Cinema, the resolution of the growing tensions within this unbalanced quaternity happens 
off camera, while – in a frontal long and static shot – we are left to watch the Mayor’s hunting 
dogs devour the BBQ-ed meats he has just been feeding his guests with. Yet just before the 
screen goes blank, we do hear four shots from the Mayor’s new semi-automatic weapon.

The somewhat sudden finale ends the film, but offers no closure to this veritable treatise 
on the phenomenology of evil. One of the reasons sure lies with the fact that the Mayor 
lacks the intensity and the mythological wickedness of Samir or the perverse charm of 
Zoli – he is rather mundane, self-consciously verbose, and – not unlike Aurora’s Viorel 
– too banal and knowable. The abrupt ending however leaves the quaternity unbalanced 
and therefore opened to a plethora of more or less sanctimonious psychological interpre-
tations, with existential, phenomenological, ethical, socio-cultural, and Marxist penchants, 
amongst which von Franz’ inference in response to Jung’s claim, quoted at the beginning 
of this paper, namely that “we are the origin of all coming evil” seems most relevant to the 
discussion so far. “Unconscious and undeveloped”, she writes, the “inferior feeling [func-
tion] is barbaric and absolute, and therefore [its] hidden destructive fanaticism sometimes 
bursts out”, causing a neurosis on a large scale (1979: 78).Which, as Achim’s film aptly 
demonstrates, usually ends up in the inferno of a collective suicide.
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Abstract 
This paper examines, through the prism of cinema – politics links, the circumstances 
in which the feature film Tararira by Benjamin Fondane was produced and then 
mysteriously disappeared in Argentina. Academic studies dedicated to the history 
of Argentine cinema reveal the political and economic context which would have 
determined the producer, Miguel Machinandiarena, to destroy the negative. 
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T he history of cinema is full of ‘cursed’ titles, lost or destroyed films, not only 
by ignorance or accident, but also mutilated or burned by their own produc-
ers. Tararira (1936) directed in Argentina by the Romanian-French Benjamin 

Fondane seems to be one of these cases: it was never released and none of its copies were 
found, in spite of historian’s and researchers’ efforts. It was listed among other lost movies 
signed by great directors, and brought back into attention in 2012 when avant-garde 
artist Guy Maddin presented in Paris at Centre Pompidou a series of 17 shows inspired 
by lost films. Maddin invited the visitors ‘to assist in the shooting of an outstanding film’, 
screening short films vaguely inspired by mythical titles, such as Lignes de la main by Jean 
Vigo, Poto-Poto by Erich von Stroheim, Resurrection of love by Kenji Mizoguchi, Ladies of 
the Mob by William Wellman, The Blind Man by Alfred Hitchcock etc. Tararira was one of 
them and its presence on the list raised the curiosity with regard of it.

PHD Professor, Dana Duma is currently teaching at the National University of Theatre and Film 
in Bucharest. Member of FIPRESCI, she is a regular contributor to mainstream and specialized film 
press in Romania and abroad and a frequent member of international festival juries. She published 
the books Self portraits of Cinema, Gopo, Benjamin Fondane cineaste and Woody Allen, a bufoon and a 
philosopher and edited critical anthologies such as Cinema 2000, Tendencies in European cinema, The 
Personality of Latin-American cinema. She is the director of the FILM magazine.



Dana Duma

20 | Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 2, No. 1, 2018

A ‘CURSED’ FILM
Mostly known as Benjamin Fondane1, the author, poet, columnist and philosopher 
Benjamin Wechsler, born 14 September 1898 and tragically killed in Auschwitz –Birkenau 
camp (1944) is also one of the few Romanians with an international career in cinema. 
Quite rarely mentioned, Fondane’s cinematic activity was better known and appreciated in 
France, where he immigrated in 1923 and made his debut as a screenwriter and film critic.

Arrived in Paris when Dadaism was fading, Fondane approached the Surrealist group 
and admired the influence of the current in cinema, as we can see reading his article on 
Entr’acte (1924), the famous short signed by René Clair, published in the Bucharest issue 
of the new journal Integral. Fondane started to publish on cinema in periodicals from 
Brussels and France or later in Buenos Aires. In the French capital he also started to study 
philosophy, fascinated by Léon Chestov, whose existentialism will influence his thinking 
(and films).

In Paris he becomes a real cinephile, does not miss the films of real important authors, 
reads the leading French theorists of the time and starts to publish reviews and essays on 
film. Very interested in the major changes brought by the advent of the talking pictures, he 
devoted original and profound essays to the crisis provoked by wrong decisions in the use 
of this new cinematic tool, as he demonstrated mostly in the article ‘Du Muet au Parlant. 
Splendeur et decadence du cinema’ (Bifur, Bruxelles, no 5/1930).

Fascinated by the idea of ‘pure cinema’, very dear to the French avant-garde of the 1920s, 
he experienced the formula of cine-poèmes, a species situated midway between poetry and 
film, which accumulates poetic images using Dadaist and Surrealist principles in a cine-
matic storyboard, rich in technical details. Fondane makes his debut in screenwriting with 
Trois scenarios (Three scenarios), his first book published in French (1928) which includes, 
along with the three cine-poèmes, an introduction which sounds like a manifesto. From 
1929 he works in the screenwriting department of the French division of Paramount, in 
the Parisian suburb Joinville-le-Pont. There he writes dialogues or adapts novels such as 
‘La Separation des races’ by Charles Ferdinand Ramirez, filmed in 1933 under the direction 
of Dimitri Kirsanoff and entitled Rapt.

As he was dreaming to direct a film of his own, he was encouraged to pursue his instinct 
by Victoria Ocampo, a rich lady from Buenos Aires whom he met in Shestov’s house. 
Protector of great European artists, Victoria Ocampo also tried to help Sergei Eisenstein 
when he was shooting ¡Que viva Mexico!2. Unfortunately, his American experience with an 
unhappy end was very similar to Fondane’s attempt to make his debut as film director in 
Argentina. Victoria Ocampo invited Fondane to Argentina for the first time in 1929 and 
organized a series of conferences: he lectured at the Buenos Aires University on philosophy 
and on avant-garde cinema, conferences followed by the publication of the essay Presentacion 
de filmos puros (The Presentantion of Pure Film), in the journal Sintesis (Fondane 1929). He 
also gave another talk, Signification of Dada where he described the Dada spirit as follows:

‘Dada was the first known manifestation of the spirit to proclaim itself catastrophic, 
reject all finality and proclaim scandal, while hiding (or perhaps being unaware of ) the 
obscure idea that pushed it there, which refused to be taken for an Event or be pigeonholed 
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as either an artistic or spiritual act and which, for the first time ever, refused the beautiful 
role.’ (Fondane 1999)

This statement anticipates his film project supported by Victoria Ocampo, who man-
aged to convince a producer, Miguel Machinandiarena, owner of Falma Film, to finance 
his film, Tararira, penned and even directed by Fondane. He came back in Buenos Aires 
to start shooting in1936.

The project intended to be a comedy, which was so described in a letter to his sister 
from 19 May 1936: ‘It will be a caricature of society today, a world in which art no longer 
exists. The Aguilar brothers, talented lutists, will be hired to give a concert only because 
they are taken for famous bandits. In the end, they will smash out the living room of an 
old duchess while playing Ravel’s Bolero without instruments.’ (Fondane 2007). Paco 
Aguilar, the group’s most popular member wrote the musical score, a possible attraction 
for the future film.

The film would materialized Fondane’s old dream: ‘If I was free, really free, I would 
make an absurd films on an absurd topic, to satisfy my taste for freedom.’ (Fondane 1933) 
The script exhibits a continuity between Dada inspiration in poetry and Fondane’s films. 
As Ramona Fotiade remarks, ‘cinema was a mode of thinking rather than a new language 
to Artaud and Fodane. It opened up an irrational dimension of thought and a new realm 
of being: it revealed the arbitrary, absurd nature of reality under the species of silence.’ 
(Fotiade 1997)

Interpreting the tragic destiny of the film, she continues: ‘The producer of the Buenos 
Aires Falma Film refused to distribute Tararira probably on account of its daring critique 
of morality and its sarcastic portrayal of religion and of the clergy.’ (Fotiade 1997)

It is hard to believe Fondane was not aware of the provocative and subversive nature 
of the Aguilars humour. In Tararira The Aguilar quartet (Ezequiel, Paco, Pepe and Elisa) 
who play the parts of the weird musicians (Cleo, Agapito, Perico and Curo) are to remind 
of the Marx Brothers, being involved in absurdist-comic adventures and crazy actions 
meant to shock and offend the bourgeois spirit and norms. Although during the shooting 
process Fondane received some critical remarks from the producer, the two screenings of 

Final scene of Tararira Benjamin Fondane on set with the 
Aguilar brothers and John Alton
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the version edited in his presence were mostly well received, as testified the writer Gloria 
Alcorta, present at a private presentation in 1937 (according to Eve Griliquez)3.

Fondane left Buenos Aires on October 1936, having been asured that he would receive 
a copy in Paris to improve the result. Unfortunatelly this never happened and the messages 
exchanged between the author of Tararira and the producer cannot clarify what really 
happened to make Machinandiarena decide not to release the film. Although Fondane’s 
letters to Fredi Guthman (Fondane 2007) show the poet/director tried to recuperate a copy 
to work on it in France and attacked the ‘chopped’ editing version realised by John Alton4 

(the director of photography) at Machiandiarena’s orders, the producer did not step back. 
He first answered by accusing Fondane of leaving Argentina before finishing the film, but 
later he kept silent. It is hard to believe that aesthetic disagreements are the real reason.

ART VERSUS MONEY
To better understand how Tararira ‘was lost’ (only some production photos and fragments 
of the script were left) we should look closer at the situation of Argentine cinema by this 
time, very relevant for what happened later with this feature film. We should remember 
Jean Mitry’s proposal for cinema history as histoire totale, of its approach that would be 
‘a history of its industry, its technologies, its systems of expression (or more precisely, its 
systems of signification), and all bound together by the forces of the economic, psycho-
logical and cultural order’(Mitry, 1973:115) Although there are opinions (mostly on the 
site of the Societé d’etudes Benjamin Fondane) encouraging the idea that the irreverent, 
provocative and sophisticated humor of Tararira influenced the producer’s decision, because 
he was expecting a popular musical comedy, this was not the main reason of the film’s 
disappearance5. More convincing is the theory according to which the film jeopardized 
the tight links between Machinandiarena and the politicians and Argentinian rulers. 
Machinandiarena was close to the conservative Governor Manuel Fresco, who granted 
him the running of provincial casinos

A study published by the Argentine historian Hector R. Kohen, ‘De Fresco a Perón: la 
aventura cinematografica de Miguel de Machinandiarena’ on the so called Golden Age of 
Argentinian Cinema suggests the reasons for the disappearance of Tararira, the film directed 
by Benjamin Fondane in Argentina and the role of the producer, Miguel Machinandiarena 
in these events. As the author Hector R. Kohen claims, ‘between 1933 and 1942 a steady 
and accelerating development process in film production held out hope of building an 
international reaching film industry’. (Kohen 1999:22) But he also stresses the fact that ‘this 
Golden Age coincided with one of the most obscure periods in the history of Argentina: 
la Decada Infame (the Infamous Decade). The links between cinema and politics are illus-
trated throughout the significant case of Miguel Machinandiarena, founder, and owner of 
Estudios San Miguel and, in the same time, owner of provincial casinos in Mar de Plata.

The political social context is dominated by the absolute power of a pro-fascist gov-
ernment which took advantage of corruption. An emerging film industry is encouraged 
by decrees that apparently bring the investors some financial advantages. But, beyond the 
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cultural façade, there were cynical pragmatic interests which, unfortunately, influenced 
the content and the circulation of film production.

In his attempt to clarify the ‘case Machinandiarena’, Hector R. Cohen claims: ‘I think 
it’s impossible in a political study on Argentine cinema’s development, to ignore the basic 
data such as the origin of the capital of each company, the people who founded them and 
the ideology they supported.’(Kohen 1999:10)

He further states that this ‘Golden Age of Argentine cinema’ could better be called ‘the 
Golden Age of fraud… The Governor of the provinces Córdoba and Buenos Aires was its 
champion and theorist.’ Manuel Fresco (installed in 1935 after rigged elections, according 
to Kohen) made an ambitious project of urbanization of the famous spa Mar del Plata 
which was planned to become a big touristic centre. One of its major attractions were to 
be the casinos. The licences for them were given in exchange for a consistent tendering 
security (15 million pesos) which could be replaced with investments in public works.

Miguel Machinandiarena was the ‘lucky winner’ of the faked tenders, without paying 
any money. Kohen believes that Machinandiarena shared the benefits with the Governor. 
He founded his first company Falma for this advantage and Tararira had to be its first pro-
duction, shot in the Studios Rayton in Buenos Aires. Machinandiarena was never interested 
in cinema as art, he just invested in it for his business agenda. We can understand better 
why he sacrificed so easily Tararira. It was created in an international context when the 
pro-fascist profile of the rulers in Argentina became more and more evident. Fondane was 
a Jew and his name on the film’s credits could irritate the anti-semitic government. On the 
other hand, the names of the Aguilar brothers also became a problem, since they supported 
the Republicans when the Civil War started in Spain in 1936, while the Argentine rulers 
were pro-Nationalists and admired the fascist-oriented Falange. Machinandiarena decided 
then to get rid of Tararira, because it was too risky to release it.

He continued, however, his activity in the cinema business, maybe for the same rea-
sons: using the tax exemption advantages. Although the casinos were an ongoing scandal 
issue, nurturing press and governmental inquests, Miguel Machinandiarena continued to 
control casinos up to 1944. Thanks to the huge amount of money made in this business, 
he founded, in 1942, a big corporation of companies linked to cinema: San Miguel Studio, 

Benjamin Fondane surrounded  
by the actors
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Distribuidora Panamericana, Artistas Argentinos Asociados. The first company, Falma 
Film, produced only Tararira, never released and very probably destroyed by the producers’ 
(secret) decision. Narciso Machinandiarena, cousin of Falma Film’s owner stated in a TV 
report (1974) that he insisted to release the film, but this didn’t happen because it was in 
advance of its time’. (Kohen 1999:13)

The historian Héctor R. Kohen’s conclusion is without doubt: ‘Our interpretation of 
the episode is that Miguel Machinandiarena decided to withdraw Tararira for reasons of 
political compromise, tightly linked to the negotiation for the casinos’ control. To release 
a film directed by a Jewish Surrealist poet, performed by the Aguilar brothers and Orestes 
Caviglia, prominent activists in organizations of support for the Spanish Republic, could 
at least irritate the openly fascist Governor Manuel Fresco and senator Marcelo Sanchez 
Sorondo, his ideological counsellor in cinema issues.’ (Kohen 1999:13)

The nature of the films produced afterwards by Miguel Machinandiarena proved 
his servility in attempting to please the regime. Petroleo (1940) directed by Arturo S. 
Mom approaches the Spanish Civil War from an ‘almost Nazi’ perspective (according 
to Narcis Machinandiarena). The Studio San Miguel also produced Melodias de America 
(Eduardo Morera, 1942), El viejo Buenos Aires (Antonio Moplet, 1943) and Prodiga (Ernesto 
Arancibia,1945), all unreleased.

After the election of president Juan Domingo Perón, the Government initiated a 
credit line to support national cinema based on project competitions. Machinandiarena, 
who lost the casino’s control and the associated privileges, had to accept the collapse of 
his cinema companies. The fall of this cynical mogul cannot bring any consolation for 
the loss of Fondane’s feature, a missing film of the diasporic production in the history of 
Romanian cinema.

ENDNOTES
1. Benjamin Fondane’s first pen name was B. Fundoianu. He published, under this name, poems 

(since 1912) and articles, mostly in such magazines as ‘Rampa’, ‘Contimporanul’, ‘Adevarul literar 

şi artistic’.

2. The extraordinary documentary on Mexican history and culture Que viva Mexico that 

S.M.Eisenstein shot in Mexico between 1930-1931, produced by the Mexican Film Trust, was also 

the victim of the political context and of ‘the art versus money’ dynamics. Eisenstein never had 

the opportunity to edit the footage after the production was stopped for exceeding the planned 

budget, and he was recalled in Soviet Union by a menacing message from Stalin. The Mexican 

Film Trust took the footage and hired Sol Lesser to realise two documentaries on Mexico and one 

on Eisesnstein (Thunder over Mexico, Death Day and Eisenstein in Mexico) released in 1934. Later, 

the Fund permitted two other versions based on the original footage, Time in the Sun (1939) by 

Mary Seton and Que viva Mexico (1979), assembled by Eisenstein’s assistant, Grigori Alexandrov. 

3. Eve Griliquez interviewed Gloria Alcorta for ‘Cahiers Benjamin Fondane’ no 1.

4. John Alton, Tararira’s director of photography of Hungarian roots, collaborated in Argentina with 

several fledgling studios (for films such as Los tres berretinos/The Three Whims, 1933 or Caminito 
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de la gloria/ Little Path to Glory,1939). He will become later famous in Hollywood for the refined 

black and white photography of films like T-Men(1948) or He Walked by Night(1951) and his 

popular book on film photography, Painting with Light (1949).

5. I myself was tempted to believe ‘artistic reasons’ could influence the decision of not releasing 

Tararira in my monograph on Fondane published in 2010)
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Abstract 
The article provides a critical look at some of the recent academic literature (in 
English) on the New Romanian Cinema (NRC). It mainly engages with three texts: 
a book-length appreciative introduction (by Monica Filimon) to the work of writer-
director Cristi Puiu: a highly ambitious attempt (by László Strausz) to trace, within 
Romanian culture, the tradition that the NRC could be said to belong to; and a harsh 
ideological critique of the NRC (by Bogdan Popa).

W hat follows is a critical survey of some of the academic literature produced 
in English, in the year 2017, on the subject of the New Romanian Cinema 
(or the Romanian New Wave, as it’s alternately called). It engages with three 

works – two books and an article. The books are Monica Filimon’s Cristi Puiu (University of 
Illinois Press, 2017) and László Strausz’s Hesitant Histories on the Romanian Screen (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2017). The article is called “What’s Wrong with the Romanian New Wave? 
Auteur Cinema, the Communist and the Production of the Violent Working Class”, and 
it was published by Bogdan Popa in the journal Studies in Eastern European Cinema. (vol. 
9, no. 1/2018, 89-102).

Monica Filimon’s Cristi Puiu is an auteur study dedicated to explicating the work of the 
writer-director whose first two films have ignited the phenomenon of the New Romanian 
Cinema. The appreciative analysis of Puiu’s career is set against a sketch of his country’s 
evolving political and economic situation, but there is little attempt to link his work to 
larger filmmaking (or generally artistic) traditions. On the other hand, László Strausz pre-
fers describing a national tradition (rather than the oeuvres of individual auteurs), which 
he ambitously imagines as spanning several eras of Romanian cinema, and of Romanian 
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Filippi). His most recent book is a study of Hungarian filmmaker Miklós Jancsó: Imagini încadrate în 
istorie. Secolul lui Miklós Jancsó (Tact, 2015). 
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culture in general. Finally, Bogdan Popa also sees the New Romanian Cinema within a 
larger tradition, but the tradition described by him, unlike the one described by László 
Strausz, is – emphatically – not a politically progressive one.

A 1990s NARRATIVE
Monica Filimon’s Cristi Puiu is the first book in English about the film director and writer 
who did more than anyone else to redefine Romanian cinema in the 2000s. An assistant 
professor of English at Kingsborough Community College, CUNY, Filimon doesn’t show 
much evidence of a broad and/or deep knowledge of film history, Romanian or interna-
tional, but she is an adept practitioner of criticism-as-appreciation, richly descriptive of 
Puiu’s films, open to the sensuous, tactile qualities of their images. It is a welcome, engaging 
book, although its ideas are not always fresh.

For instance, when trying to explain the world that Puiu comes from, Filimon tends to 
embrace too unquestioningly the moralistic, romantically anti-communist narrative about 
Romania in the 1990s. According to this myth, the problem with the power established 
immediately after the fall of Nicolae Ceaușescu was that, far from being as anti-communist 
as it should have been, it was rather crypto-neo-communist (in other words, “nothing really 
changed” in December 1989, when Ceaușescu fell from power); and, being neo-communist, 
it naturally set the nation on a disastrous course for the rest of the decade. As for the right-
wing regime which came to power through democratic elections in 1996, seen through this 
lens – which is abstractly moralistic and not at all socio-economic – that regime is made to 
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look guilty not for its brutal capitalist measures, but only for not having fulfilled its promise 
of properly putting on trial the country’s communist past (and those who kept benefitting 
from it in the 1990s). In Filimon’s account, it is only around the year 2000 that capitalist 
brutality finally makes its entrance in Romania. Until then, it’s the “legacy of communism” 
that tends to get all the blame. This is a very 1990s narrative, which Alex Cistelecan has 
recently traced through the Romanian films of that era.1 I would add that Puiu made his 
first feature film – Stuff and Dough – in 2001, and it was part of that film’s novelty, a sign 
of its belonging to a new era, that it contained no talk – none at all – of communists or 
neo-communists; it was a film about the first (soon to be over) era of post-communist 
free enterprise, an era of little entrepreneurs struggling to open Coke-cigarettes-and-chips 
stores in the very apartments in which they lived, on the ground-floors of the blocks of flats 
built by the communist regime. Now, although the view of 1990s Romania as a country 
in which “nothing changed”, in which the communist apparatchiks are still running the 
show and spoiling everything, is not to be found in Puiu’s Stuff and Dough, Puiu himself 
may have shared that view. Monica Filimon tells us that, immediately after the December 
1989 regime change, Puiu enrolled in the outspokenly anti-communist National Peasants’ 
Party (p. 20); she also includes in the book an interview granted to her personally by the 
filmmaker, in which he describes his participation in the 1990 anti-communist protests 
against the new people in power (“I screamed against communism until I got sore.”) as 
a formative experience (p. 147). Still, it is somewhat disappointing that Filimon doesn’t 
question the romantic anti-communist politics of the 1990s, regardless of Puiu’s own 
investment in them.
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A RELIGIOUS ARTIST
Monica Filimon makes the point that this very influential director of cinematic narrative 
fiction is a documentary filmmaker at heart (p. 5): not only is he extraordinarily adept at 
giving his fictions the look of observational documentaries, at simulating the texture of 
teeming happenings not staged especially for the camera, but only witnessed by it; he also 
has an evident reverence or awe for what he calls “the real” (a reverence that other critics 
and scholars, including myself, have described as “Bazinian”). Filimon rightly insists on the 
religious underpinnings of this documentarist’s thirst for “the real” (another affinity, if I may 
add, between Puiu and André Bazin): after Stuff and Dough, Puiu has become a religious 
filmmaker. His 2005 film The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu (one of the canonical works of 21st 
century world cinema) is about people too involved in their own living to treat the dying 
of a lonely old man in their midst with the solemnity or at least the shudder owed to death. 
The film implicitly mourns the absence of this elementary sense of the sacred from the world 
it describes (contemporary Bucharest) and asserts the need for it. By the end, as doctors 
and nurses are finally preparing the old man (who has fallen into a coma) for an operation 
(which won’t save his life; at most it will postpone his death for a few weeks), their manner 
finally grave, almost priest-like and nun-like, giving the preparations the appearance of last 
rites, something of that transcendent solemnity seems to have been restored. In Puiu’s 2010 
Aurora, the object of his reverence is the mystery of other people’s lives, their impenetrability 
to external observation. As for his 2016 Sieranevada, with that film we’re back in a way to 
the world of Lăzărescu: a family gathered for a wake, everyone too self-absorbed to truly 
think of the dead man, a “fallen” modern world of “sin” (masculine adultery, mainly) and 
traditional structures that have become empty; and, in the end, an epiphany.

Filimon’s most valuable contribution to the exegesis of these major works by a major film 
artist comes in the form of her sensitive, meticulous descriptions. Two examples will have 
to suffice here. First, in her discussion of Puiu’s short film Cigarettes and Coffee (premiered 
in 2004, between Stuff and Dough and The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu), she notices the fleeting 
moment of bonding between father (an industrial worker turned by the post-communist 
dismantling of Ceaușescu-era industries into a useless man) and son (part of the emergent 
post-2000 middle-class) over a massage contraption bought by the older man for his ailing 
wife (the younger man’s mother): “[The son] seems puzzled by ‘the machine’, so the old 
man shows him how to use it. This is the only moment when the two seem emotionally 
intimate, but it is very brief. If the son dismisses the wooden mechanism as inconsequen-
tial to his life, the father perceives it as an instrument of affection.” (p. 56) Second, here’s 
Filimon’s description of how people in The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu – neighbors, doctors, 
nurses, everyone – are too self-absorbed to pay attention to each other: “In one revealing 
scene, Lăzărescu asks for water, [paramedic] Mioara complains about her liver pain, and 
[ambulance driver] Leo laments the fate of [the fellow-driver involved in an accident they 
have just heard about]. Within the small space of the van, the doctor’s office, the hospital, 
or the city, people talk a lot but do not listen or hear each other. With few exceptions, 
there is no malice intended: they are simply too busy and self-preoccupied to see those 
around. The death of others is not an event for them.” (p. 70)
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The author also sheds light on Lăzărescu by discussing in some detail a little-known 
documentary about a retirement home, 13-19 iulie 1998 – Azilul de bătrâni Craiova, 
co-directed by Puiu with Andreea Păduraru and described by Puiu himself as “a trigger 
for Lăzărescu” (p. 127). It is a pity that, after lavishing so much attention on this neglected 
item, Filimon inexplicably chooses to pass over other marginal or apprentice works, as 
unsatisfactory as they may be to Puiu: his screenplays (co-written with Răzvan Rădulescu, 
from whom he was artistically inseparable at the time) for the television miniseries Hacker 
(2004, episodes directed by Stere Gulea and Alexandra Gulea), for German director Didi 
Danquart’s Bucharest-set Offset (2006), and (especially) for Lucian Pintilie’s Niki and Flo 
(2003). Puiu may wish to disown those, but there is no reason for a scholar to respect 
such a wish, and his collaboration with Pintilie, at least, is not artistically insignificant.

In telling the story of Puiu’s (very real) struggles to establish himself as a filmmaker 
in his own country, to gain recognition and financial support from a hostile and obtuse 
film establishment (and cultural establishment in general), Monica Filimon has a ten-
dency to simplify events. For example, she writes that, when he started working on film 
scripts with Puiu, Răzvan Rădulescu (who was to be Puiu’s key partner up to The Death 
of Mr. Lăzărescu) had just attempted to publish a first novel and been rejected thrice (p. 
42). But that happened to Rădulescu with his second novel, Teodosie cel Mic (eventually 
published in 2006, to critical acclaim). His first, Viața și faptele lui Ilie Cazane, had been 
published in 1997; it had also been well received by the literary establishment, winning 
the Best First Novel Award from the Romanian Writers’ Union.2 This doesn’t excuse in 
any way the delayed publishing and recognition of Rădulescu’s second novel – a major 
work of Romanian contemporary literature – the obstacles put in his way. But Filimon 
has oversimplified her narrative of Romanian talent misunderstood at home. She does it 
again when she makes it look as if Cristi Puiu’s next project after the internationally cel-
ebrated Lăzărescu was denied financial support from the Romanian state (p. 72). In fact, 
Puiu’s very next screenplay, Food for Little Fish (his last co-written with Rădulescu), had 
been accepted for financing in 2005; it was Puiu himself who cancelled this project. A 
year later (having broken his partnership with Rădulescu), Puiu submitted another story 
(not yet a finished screenplay) for financial support of its development into a script. This 
is when he was rejected, consequently denouncing the National Cinema Center in a press 
conference, with the support of several film critics (including myself ) who accused the 
“old” film establishment of maliciously and philistinely trying to hinder Puiu’s career. Such 
accusations were not unwarranted, Puiu’s success and his outspokenness having engendered 
a lot of resentment in the local film world. But, once again, Filimon’s narrative tends to 
streamline the mistreated-artist theme, sometimes at the expense of precision. In any case, 
it would have been interesting if she had also talked a little about Puiu’s local allies, who at 
the time included not just a number of Romanian film critics, but also a financially much 
more powerful figure like Bobby Păunescu, who owned a local television station and had 
directorial ambitions of his own. (His debut feature, Francesca, made with some apparent 
guidance from Puiu, came out in 2009, between Puiu’s Lăzărescu and his Aurora, both of 
which were co-produced by Păunescu.)
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Finally, the limitations of Filimon’s knowledge of film history keep her from situating 
Puiu within Romanian and international filmmaking traditions. Although Puiu himself has 
always been eloquent about his debts to a number of international filmmakers – especially 
to documentarists Frederick Wiseman and Raymond Depardon, and also to actor-director 
John Cassavetes – Filimon never explores this filiation and she doesn’t attempt to enlarge 
it (by examining the emergence and maturation of Puiu’s artistic interests in the context 
of other – both contemporary and classical – attempts to redefine or radicalize cinematic 
realism). As for Puiu’s place in the history of Romanian cinema, the terms in which 
Filimon presents it are sometimes those of vacuous hyperbole. For example: “Puiu differs 
from previous Romanian directors in his compassionate understanding of his characters.” 
(p. 49) Really? Was a Ceaușescu-era director like Alexandru Tatos (1937-1990) lacking in 
“compassionate understanding of his characters”? Or: “[Puiu’s] heroes are no longer the 
radiant heroes embodying the best qualities of the nation in communism, nor the ‘debased’, 
‘subhuman’ figures that populated the 1990s ‘gutter’ or ‘screaming’ cinema (…) For the 
first time, the people on screen look, behave, and talk exactly like the people in front of 
the screen”. For the first time? Reducing the protagonists of pre-1989 cinema to paragons 
of national-communist virtue is an unacceptable oversimplification. For one thing, there 
is Mircea Daneliuc, whose major Ceaușescu-era films are full of characters who “look, 
behave, and talk exactly like the people in front of the screen”, and apart from him there 
are other examples of slice-of-life cinema, such as Lucian Bratu’s Angela Goes on (1981), 
which deserve to be better known. This is not to deny Stuff and Dough’s aesthetic novelty 
in the context of Romanian cinema, nor the fact that, through the influence he exerted 
on other Romanian filmmakers, Puiu is an enormously important figure – probably the 
most important in the history of Romanian film. But rehearsing derogatory critical com-
monplaces about an inadequately known pre-Puiu Romanian cinema is not the best way 
of honoring Puiu’s achievement.

SEVERAL ERAS OF HESITATIONS
László Strausz, author of Hesitant Histories on the Romanian Screen, doesn’t pay any 
attention, either, to Puiu’s – and the NRC’s (New Romanian Cinema) – trans-national 
influences and affinities (the tradition of the observational documentary – so important 
to Puiu –, or kindred artistic formulas like the one developed in the 1990s – a few years 
before the emergence of the NRC – by the Dardenne brothers from Belgium). However, the 
Hungarian scholar (who teaches at Eötvös Loránd University in Budapest) shows himself 
better acquainted than Monica Filimon with Romanian film history (although he doesn’t 
stray far from its better-trodden paths – those Ceaușescu-era landmark films by directors 
Lucian Pintilie, Mircea Daneliuc, Alexandru Tatos, and Iosif Demian, praised in recent 
years by Puiu and other “Romanian new wave” filmmakers, and sometimes said to have 
anticipated the aesthetics of the NRC). Actually, Strausz’s book is an impressively ambitious 
work of film theory which attempts to trace a national (Romanian) tradition whose most 
recent flowering would be the New Romanian Cinema of Puiu, Mungiu, Porumboiu etc. 



Making Sense of the New Romanian Cinema: Three Perspectives

Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 2, No. 1, 2018 | 33  

Although he mentions the “modernist tendencies in [1960s] world cinema” (pp. 38, 51) 
which surely exerted an influence on the self-reflexive cinema of Pintilie, Daneliuc, Demian, 
and Tatos (Strausz highlights precisely those films of theirs which critically interrogate the 
practice of filmmaking), the theorist doesn’t look much beyond the borders of Romania 
in tracing this tradition: Pintilie’s “tapping into the reflexive trends of high modernism 
[for his 1970 Reconstruction]” (p. 121) is acknowleded, but no word is said about Puiu’s 
own tapping into trans-national traditions (although this has been well publicized by Puiu 
himself ). The tradition that Strausz hypothesizes appears to have been shaped by almost 
exclusively local factors – factors within Romanian social and cultural history. On the other 
hand, this tradition, as proposed by László Strausz, encompasses a lot – not only films, 
but other screen/media texts as well (the live television broadcasts of the December 1989 
Romanian revolution) – and it seems to extend back in time to way before the era of film 
(to old folk myths, as we’ll see in a moment).

Strausz has a name for this tradition: it is the tradition of “hesitation”. On the first 
page of the book it is defined thus: “a mode of representation that visualizes an uncertainty 
about the status of the profilmic that these moving images, revolving around social-histor-
ical topics, represent.” In the case of the modernist films of the Ceaușescu era – Pintilie’s 
Reconstruction, Daneliuc’s Microphone Test (1980), Demian’s A Girl’s Tear (1980), Tatos’s 
Sequences (1982, although Strausz dates it to 1986 – closer to the end of the Ceaușescu 
years) – this is accomplished through stories involving (fictional) directors and cameramen 
who attempt unsuccessfully “to produce an image of reality commissioned by an official 
institution (the prosecutor’s office, the state television station, the police, and a film studio 
shooting a political propaganda film)” (p. 52). Strausz’s meticulous descriptions of the films 
show how, in each case, the attempt goes awry, “sabotaged by the quotidian”. This makes 
the films subversive, “the real” chased after in vain by the fictional/diegetic filmmakers 
appearing “in the context of the symbolic-ideological mode of control as a result of political 
calculation and manipulation” (p. 39). As persuasively shown by Strausz and by many other 
commentators, these films are critical about “the [communist] regime’s attempts to define 
prescribed identities for individuals and the nation, and forge national history” (p. 51).

Something similar goes on, according to Strausz, in the films of the New Romanian 
Cinema. The strategies may differ from those of the Ceaușescu-era subversives – Strausz talks 
about the “modernist hesitation” in Pintilie or Tatos, versus the “performative hesitation” 
of a NRC film like Cristian Mungiu’s 2007 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (which Strausz 
treats as the exemplary NRC film) – but these newer films also “counter the hegemonic 
social imaginaries of the state socialist past and the dominant narratives about post-socialist 
transition” (p. 115). Strausz makes a case for Mungiu’s 4 Months (which is set towards the 
end of the Ceaușescu era, in 1987) as a “multivocal and hesitant representation of history” 
(p. 125), one that makes the viewer move “between various interpretations of the past” (p. 
128), thus opposing, and implicitly critiquing, “uniform [recollections] of the shared past” 
(p. 119), attempts to uniformize recent history and cultural memory – such an attempt 
being President Traian Băsescu’s 2006 official condemnation of Romanian state socialism 
as “illegitimate and criminal”.
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Between the handful of Ceaușescu-era films committed to “modernist hesitation” 
and the “performative hesitation” characterizing (in his view) NRC films like 4 Months, 3 
Weeks and 2 Days, László Strausz puts a selection of media objects of a very different kind: 
the December 1989 television broadcasts of the Romanian revolution which overthrew 
Ceaușescu’s regime. Strausz’s brilliant analysis of the broadcasts is indebted to Harun 
Farocki’s and Andrei Ujică’s essential essay-film Videograms of a Revolution (1992). To 
summarize: in covering the live events of the violent regime change, Romanian television 
didn’t just document or reflect those events, but also participated in their construction, 
in the production of the reality it was covering. “While [broadcast] discourses around the 
definition of the events often directly contradicted each other, they were advantageous for 
the several political actors to authenticate their presence and their own political maneu-
vers” (p. 100). Strausz calls this “legitimizing hesitation”: hesitation “as a specific subject 
position constructed for the viewer was used to produce the impression of ambiguity and 
chaos, which in turn legitimized the acts of an incoming power formation” (pp. 83-84). 
The revolution as seen on TV, with that televisual rhetoric of “legitimizing hesitation”, 
left a very deep impression on the future directors of the Romanian New Wave (who were 
very young in 1989: Puiu was 22, Mungiu 21, Radu Muntean 18, Corneliu Porumboiu 
14), and, according to Strausz, the New Romanian Cinema’s aesthetic of “performative 
hesitation” in the representation of history and social change is a “cultural response to the 
unsettling power of the visual witnessed during the days of the revolution” (p. 3).

Still, Strausz suggests that the “tradition of hesitation” has even older roots – older 
than television, older than cinema – in Romanian culture. Searching for such roots, he 
embraces the view (something of an old-school cliché in Romanian culture) that the old 
folk ballad Miorița – about a shepherd who, warned by a talking ewe that two friends 
and fellow-shepherds are planning to kill him, serenely instructs the ewe what to do after 
his death – contains some sort of “national matrix”, some sort of key to the “Romanian 
collective imaginary”. Strausz is walking here in the footsteps of scholar Dominique Nasta, 
who, in trying to explain the New Romanian Cinema of Puiu, Mungiu etc., also invoked 
Lucian Blaga’s 1936 essay The Mioritic Space, in which the Romanian poet and philosopher 
“delineates the ballad as some kind of geography of the Romanian poetic imagination”.3 
For Strausz, “the moves of the ewe in Miorița wandering across the hilly Romanian land-
scape” have something to do with hesitation; and this hesitant “mioritic spatial practice” 
is a “recurring signifier in the complex web of Romanian cultural performance in general”, 
elements of “the mioritic” having “important implications for the establishing of hesitation 
as a trope in Romanian cinematic discourses” (pp. 30-32).

DO TALKING SHEEP EXPLAIN ANYTHING?
There are several problems with Strausz’s ingenious theoretical scheme, beginning with his 
attempt to link the magical ewe’s movements (vaguely described as “hesitant”) through 
“mioritic space” with the artistic gesture of hesitation as performed by the directors of the 
NRC. The underlying view of Romanian identity, of a “Romanian collective imaginary” 
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with an old folk ballad as its key, smacks of ethnic essentialism and exoticization. It remains 
unclear what the talking ewe’s movements through the hilly landscape have to do with 
“hesitation” – Strausz’s use of the term becomes so elastic that it risks losing all meaning. 
Strausz tells us that “mioritic spatial practice” becomes a “recurring signifier in the complex 
web of Romanian cultural performance in general”, but he doesn’t give any examples – 
he jumps right to hesitation as a “trope in Romanian cinematic discourses”, supposedly 
influenced (in ways that remain unspecified) by elements of “the mioritic”. It’s a tenuous 
link. Why should old Romanian folk myths about talking sheep be more relevant to an 
understanding of the New Romanian Cinema than Cristi Puiu’s cosmopolitan artistic 
education, and his (and his colleagues’) exposure to things that were happening in the 
European cinema in the late 1990s (the Dardennes, Dogme ’95 etc.)?

The second problem has to do with Strausz’s vision of this Romanian specialty, “hesi-
tation”, “transforming itself across different periods” (p. 112) – in other words, mutating 
from “modernist hesitation” to “legitimizing hesitation” and to “performative hesitation”. 
The problem has to do with the fact that the terms “modernist hesitation” and “perform-
ative hesitation” describe artistic (cinematic) strategies, while “legitimizing hesitation” 
is Strausz’s term for something that occurred in social-political discourses disseminated 
through television in the days of the 1989 revolution. It is, of course, very possible to see 
the modernist films of the Ceaușescu era and the films of the NRC as forming a “national 
cinematic tradition” (p. 40), a “limited authorial tradition in Romanian screen culture” 
(p. 112); Cristi Puiu himself (of the NRC filmmakers, the most open and eloquent about 
such things) has sometimes described himself as working in a tradition that began with 
Lucian Pintilie’s Reconstruction.4 (Still, Strausz never properly explains what would be so 
uniquely Romanian about this tradition: this unicity is only asserted – for example, on page 
19 Strausz talks about “the radical novelty that New Romanian Cinema has introduced to 
world cinema”, while on page 25 he talks about “Romanian cinema’s unique configuration 
between realism, modernism, and space” – without being supported through comparisons 
with other film cultures; such comparisons are by and large avoided.) There are also reasons 
for contemplating the possibility that watching the broadcasts of the 1989 revolution at 
an impressionable age is part of what formed Puiu’s, Mungiu’s and the others’ taste for 
“hesitation”, for ambiguity etc. (another factor would be their recoil from the certainties of 
Ceaușescu-era propaganda, particularly the grotesque cult of personality cultivated around 
Ceaușescu himself as the future filmmakers were growing up); non-fiction filmmaker Andrei 
Ujică (co-director of Videograms of a Revolution, director of The Autobiography of Nicolae 
Ceaușescu) has suggested this possibility in a conversation with me (quoted in my 2012 
book about the New Romanian Cinema5, from which Monica Filimon also quotes it)6.

But the existence of a “genealogical” link between the cinematic practice of “modernist 
hesitation” and the December 1989 televisual discourse of “legitimizing hesitation” (to the 
extent that Strausz implies such a link, which is not very clear) is much more doubtful. 
Strausz writes: “While in the modernist films hesitation serves as an authorial commentary 
on or a reaction to the [the communist regime’s] manipulative distortions of social-political 
reality, a comparable rhetoric in the television broadcasts is employed to legitimize the 
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production of a certain reality.” (p. 84) Everything in this sentence stands, with the possible 
exception of the word “comparable”: is it really so comparable? Once again, Strausz uses 
the word “hesitation” in a very elastic way: in this case, the two phenomena which he calls 
by the same name of “hesitation”, and about which he implies that they are somehow 
related, are so different (on the one hand, a handful of modernist films from the 1960s 
and 1980s; on the other hand, the televised discourses of the participants in the December 
1989 revolutionary events), that it is doubtful whether they are fruitfully comparable.

Another problematic point (the third) is László Strausz’s reading of a film like Mungiu’s 
4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days as opposing the “[anti-communist] uniformization of history 
and cultural memory” (p. 239) attempted at the time (the mid-2000s) by politicians like 
Traian Băsescu (president of Romania between 2004 and 2014) – who based his December 
2006 condemnation of the 40-year communist rule (in a speech delivered in the Romanian 
Parliament) on a report compiled by a specially constituted presidential commission (the 
Presidential Commission for the Analysis of the Romanian Communist Dictatorship). 
Strausz (who is generally very well informed about recent Romanian history and culture) 
denies trying to establish a causal link between such political moves and an artistic product 
like 4 Months (p. 119). Nevertheless, he argues that Mungiu’s film challenges the narrative 
that the Presidential Commission was trying to impose by offering “a multivocal and 
hesitant representation of history” (p. 125).

But how is the film doing that? What is Strausz’s evidence? His claim that the camera 
style signals the viewer’s “movement between various interpretations of the past” (p. 128) 
remains vague; it doesn’t rest on much, besides the equation of hand-held with “hesitant” 
(once again, the too-elastic use of that word). Which would be the “various interpretations 
of the past” offered by this film? The central narrative of the film (about a girl trying to 
have an abortion in a closed, isolated country in which this act is severely punishable 
by law) and most of its side details add up to a very grim, very oppressive, at times even 
nightmarish representation of the terminal phase of Romanian state socialism. (The film 
is set in 1987 – though not in Bucharest, as Strausz wrongly surmises on page 125, but 
in a generically gray and shabby Eastern bloc city which remains unnamed, although, at 
one point in the film, a character – a hotel receptionist – distinguishes it from Bucharest.) 
Few (if any) of the reviews the film got in 2007-2008, when (after being awarded the 
Palme d’Or in Cannes) it was an international arthouse sensation, failed to mention how 
harrowing it was; Strausz, too, acknowledges this, when he comments that the film’s focus 
“on the humiliating consequences of the state’s pronatalist policies” is “unrelenting” (p. 
126). So what puts the film, in Strausz’s view, on an entirely different wavelength from 
the Presidential Commission’s wholesale condemnation of Romanian state socialism? How 
does it accommodate a more diverse range of voices and narratives?

Strausz can only come up with feeble evidence in support of his view. He notes, for 
example, that the film doesn’t deal in the shrill, absolute polarities of 1990s Romanian 
cinematic anti-communism – satanic secret police types versus noble dissidents, perpetrators 
versus victims. Low-ranking state officials like hotel clerks are presented as harassed, over-
worked and, in one case, suffering from a cold, instead of being demonized as oppressors. 
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The film also shows the creative solutions and strategies adopted by people to make ends 
meet, and their solidarity against the state – the parallel economy, the underground system 
of reciprocal help that they’ve set up. (On the other hand, this underground system of 
reciprocal help is shown as breeding monsters: the man who helps girls have abortions 
turns out to be a sexual blackmailer.) Even the monstruous abortionist is shown as having 
a mother. And, of course, the sober directorial style – little editing, no point-of-view 
shots, no non-diegetic music – doesn’t press on the viewer’s emotions in an authoritative 
or bullying manner.

But all of these simply mean that the film is written and directed with a sense of 
nuance and finesse – especially compared to the shrill rhetorical style of 1990s Romanian 
anti-communism. It hardly means that the film accomodates multiple voices and other 
interpretations of the past than the hostile official one. The points emphasised in the film 
are precisely those that are well-known from anti-communist discourses: the shortages 
of consumer goods, the general air of dilapidation, the state of inervated exhaustion in 
which most people seem to live, the triad hunger-cold-fear (particularly well-known in 
the Romanian language, where it is alliterative: foame-frig-frică).

A much better example of a NRC film set in the past, and cultivating a hesitant stance 
towards the historical moment it is representing, would have been Radu Muntean’s 2006 
The Paper Will Be Blue (co-written by the director with Alexandru Baciu and Cristi Puiu’s 
former screenwriting partner, Răzvan Rădulescu). The story told by Muntean is about 
soldiers caught in the violent events of December 22-23, 1989, and Muntean’s narration, 
rigorously respecting the street-level perspectives of the participants, their incomplete 
comprehension of what was happening, pointedly refuses to provide viewers with a 
totalizing narrative of the Romanian revolution. Therefore, Muntean’s approach to the 
historical realities he is representing stresses their ambiguity and can very well be deemed 
“hesitant”. Cristian Mungiu’s 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days is a different matter, though. 
The events and details selected by Mungiu converge in a summarizing statement on the 
late Ceaușescu era, which, contrary to Strausz’s claims, is very much in line with wholesale 
condemnatory discourses such as President Băsescu’s. (If 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days is 
ambiguous in one respect – and it is –, it’s in its representation of abortion: it doesn’t push 
at the viewer any readable opinion about abortion in general – pro or against it. But this 
aspect is not analyzed by Strausz.)

Nor is a NRC film like Mungiu’s 2016 Graduation so critical of “prefabricated explana-
tions of social change” (p. 239). Isn’t its exclusive emphasis on the evil of local corruption 
(and that only in the public sector), at the expense of any allusion to the violence of global 
capitalism – isn’t it related to the “prefabricated explanations” favored by the neoliberal right? 
It is a bit strange that Strausz shows himself very willing to criticize Hungarian director 
Kornél Mundruczó for indulging in the auto-colonial exoticization of Hungarian realities 
(“Subsequently, [his] gestures are rewarded in the cultural centers of high art, such as 
Cannes, each time he makes a film” – p. 159), while not contemplating even for a moment 
the possibility of similar criticism directed at Mungiu’s films and at the New Romanian 
Cinema in general (which Strausz aligns with the critical attitude of postcolonial thought 
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– p. 240). Actually, there is a body of criticism in the Romanian language, produced by 
left-wing intellectuals since 2010 and targeting the NRC. Some of it may not stand up to 
serious scrutiny, being easy to dismiss as mechanical, insensitive to nuances, ill-informed 
etc. But the fact that he doesn’t mention at all the existence (or even the possibility) of 
such critiques (even if only to dismiss them) is a problematic overisight on Strausz’ part.

A fourth problematic area in László Strausz’s book is his discussion of what he sees as 
the New Romanian Cinema’s evolution from “a more flaunted modernism toward more 
classical narratives” (p. 210). Strausz’s insistence that the general aesthetic of the NRC 
is realist-modernist is welcome in itself, as is his insistence on a reading of André Bazin 
(who continues to provide a useful starting point in the discussion, as it did for other 
commentators of the NRC, including myself ) that highlights points of contact between 
modernism and Bazin’s notions of cinematic realism. (Strausz’s reading of Bazin is guided 
in part by Colin MacCabe’e 2011 essay “Bazin as Modernist”.) However, Strausz is not 
far from indulging in straw man tactics when he suggests that Romanian realism has only 
been discussed so far in terms of unproblematic “transparency and immediacy” (p. 19). 
In fact, Christian Ferencz-Flatz’s discussions of films like Cristi Puiu’s Aurora (2010) and 
Corneliu Porumboiu’s When Evening Falls on Bucharest or Metabolism (2013), while holding 
on to Bazin as a point of reference, have shown how these films insist on “the real”’s lack of 
transparency, on its opacity, on the gap between its perception and its comprehension, on the 
continuities between realism (of this non-classical, non-Hollywood kind) and modernism 
demonstrated by these artists’ practice.7 However, Strausz passes in almost perfect silence 
over Porumboiu’s When Evening Falls on Bucharest or Metabolism, although, this being a 
blatantly self-reflexive film (involving the making of a film-within-a-film and also involving 
diegetic discussions of film theory, and explicit references to classics of cine-modernism 
such as Antonioni etc.), it is essential to any discussion of the NRC’s modernist dimension. 
Strausz sees this modernist dimension as being more blatant in the first years of the NRC, 
2005-2007 – his main example is the heroine’s fourth-wall-breaking look into the camera at 
the end of Mungiu’s 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days – and later becoming more covert, more 
suppressed. But the grounds for arguing the opposite are at least as strong, if not probably 
stronger. That look into the camera in Mungiu’s film is an isolated gesture, which Mungiu 
saves for the end of a film that, for most of its duration, skillfully aims at immersivess 
and immediacy; it is also a gesture of rather generic modernism, a token of self-reflexivity. 
It is nothing like Corneliu Porumboiu’s sustained reductio ad absurdum of realism in his 
2009 Police, Adjective, the film which arguably inaugurates an era of increased modernist 
self-consciousness continuing with Puiu’s Aurora and Porumboiu’s next film, Metabolism.

A FEAR OF THE WORKING CLASS?
Bogdan Popa – author of a Romanian language book called Sexul și capitalul. O teorie 
a filmului românesc (Bucharest: Tracus Arte, 2017), and also of an article published in 
English, under the title “What’s Wrong with the Romanian New Wave? Auteur Cinema, 
the Communist and the Production of the Violent Working Class”, in the journal Studies 
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in Eastern European Cinema – would definitely not agree with László Strausz that the 
NRC is a politically progressive cinema. Left-leaning Romanian intellectuals have tended 
to look at the New Romanian Cinema with suspicion, seeing it as a cinema which mostly 
speaks from a middle-class vantage point, a cinema mostly blind to other, non-middle-
class experiences (especially experiences of political oppression), a cinema which tends 
to be complacent about capitalism and hostile towards anything vaguely resembling 
collectivism or egalitarianism. In the previously mentioned article by Bogdan Popa (who 
currently lectures on Gender Studies at the University of Cambridge, UK), suspicion of 
the NRC runs especially strong. To the question asked in its title – “What’s wrong with 
the Romanian New Wave?” – the article answers by indicting the NRC with a deep fear 
and hatred of the popular classes.

According to Popa, these were inherited partly from Lucian Pintilie’s 1970 Reconstruction 
(Popa refers to it by its alternative English language title, Reenactment), a film cited by NRC 
filmmakers like Cristi Puiu and Corneliu Porumboiu as an inspiration. In Pintilie’s film, 
two young men who got into a drunken fight are forced by the authorities, with tragic 
results, to reenact the incident for the benefit of an educational film. Openly critical of 
authority, Reconstruction was condemned at the time by Ceaușescu himself for also being 
anti-proletarian – for depicting the working class, in its final minutes, as a violent, irrational 
mob. Ceaușescu’s comment is not without insight – Pintilie’s crowd scenes can indeed be 
said to emanate a certain fear of (and hostility towards) the working class – but for this 
view of the film, embraced by Popa without any reservations, the characters of the two 
young men pose a clear problem: aren’t they also of the working class? And aren’t those 
two working-class boys – victimized by both the crowd and the state authorities – depicted 
sympathetically by Pintilie? Popa attempts to deny the existence of this sympathy. He 
argues that, in keeping with Pintilie’s supposed anti-proletarian animus, the two boys are 
depicted as impulsive, unreflective, animalistic. But the truth is that they are two cinematic 
specimens of innocent, poetic, victimized youth, far from uncommon in the international 
cinema produced around the year 1968. (With its anti-authority charge, Reconstruction is 
the one Romanian contribution to this cinematic ’68.) Yes, one of the boys is physically 
violent, but he’s acted by Vladimir Găitan in the James Dean manner, emanating vulner-
ability as he hugs himself against a cold that nobody else seems to feel, alternately lunging 
at the world in anger and retreating behind a mask of sullenness, fully inhabiting the 
cliché of “inarticulate sensitivity”. As for the second boy, the one who dies, the sacrificial 
lamb, played by George Mihăiță, he has something of another sixties cinematic type – The 
Holy Fool; he keeps gazing longingly at a distant mountain range and lyrically asking the 
other characters if they’ve ever been up there. So much for Bogdan Popa’s notion that, for 
Pintilie, those two are just emblems of the working class’s primitivism.

Reconstruction is widely considered to be the film with which a cinema of personal 
expression – as opposed to cinema as impersonal entertainment or cinema as a propaganda 
tool in the hands of the state – was born in Romania. In this sense, New Romanian Cinema 
films like Puiu’s and Porumboiu’s can be said to belong to its tradition. Switching to a more 
international perspective, Popa traces this tradition to post-war developments in French 
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film criticism – André Bazin’s particular understanding of film “realism” and especially his 
disciples’ discourse on the director as auteur. This tradition itself seems somewhat suspect 
in Popa’s eyes. Unfortunately, he is ill-served by an inadequate knowledge of film history 
(including the history of film criticism). Contrary to what Popa’s article says, Bazin never 
championed something called “black realism”. His disciples’ auteur criticism was a 1950s – 
not a 1960s – development. And they were not against popular cinema per se – most of the 
directors they championed as auteurs were successful Hollywood entertainers like Hitchcock 
or Hawks; the enemy, in the auteur criticism of someone like François Truffaut, is not pop-
ular cinema, it is the French “tradition of quality” largely consisting of prestigious literary 
adaptations like Claude Autant-Lara’s The Red and the Black (1954) or Jean Delannoy’s 
Pastoral Symphony (1946).8 Popa is also imprecise when he describes Reconstruction as an 
attack on socialist realism – “the main cinematic language of the time”. By the late 1960s, 
socialist realism was no longer the official or dominant mode in Romanian filmmaking.

Having thus attempted to establish that the whole tradition of personal filmmaking is 
somehow tainted by anti-popular feeling (and not only in Romania), Bogdan Popa proceeds 
to show Reconstruction’s legacy of classism, antisocialism etc. at work in two films of the 
New Romanian Cinema: Cristi Puiu’s 2016 Sieranevada and Corneliu Porumboiu’s 2009 
Police, Adjective. Sieranevada is about a large middle-class family gathered in a Bucharest 
apartment to commemorate the recent death of one of its members. Popa attempts to 
show that the apartament functions in the film as a middle-class safe haven against the 
threat of “the other” – poor and non-white. His evidence comes from a scene in which 
the protagonist and his wife, having momentarily left the apartment, find themselves in 
a conflict with some strangers over a parking space. The protagonist is even submitted to 
some (not severe) physical humiliation. For Bogdan Popa, this scene is about “the threat 
of the poor and uneducated”; the man who physically attacks the protagonist is “the poor 
other react[ing] to the privilege of those who have a better social standing”. What is Popa’s 
evidence? The attackers “are brown-skinned, use slang to talk to Laura [the protagonist’s 
wife], are racialized and seen as violent”.

But Popa simply misdescribes the scene to make it fit his interpretation. In fact, the 
attackers (one of whom is played by the director’s brother, Iulian Puiu) are not noticeably 
darker-skinned than some members of the protagonist’s family (like uncle Toni, for example, 
played by Sorin Medeleni). It’s not Cristi Puiu who racializes them, but Bogdan Popa. Nor 
is there any evidence in the scene that they are significantly poorer than the protagonist. 
The man who kicks the protagonist also has a car, and apparently not a very cheap one; like 
the protagonist, he is with his wife and they seem to return from a shopping expedition; 
they are not less well-dressed than the protagonist and his wife. It may be possible to say 
that their position within the middle class is one or two rungs lower than the protagonist’s, 
but there is too little evidence even for saying that, and it is certainly misleading to describe 
them (repeatedly) as poor. It is also misleading to imply that, for the bourgeois characters 
of Sieranevada, trouble starts when they leave home – their apartment functioning as a safe 
refuge from conflict. In the world of this film, conflict can erupt from anywhere, not least 
of all from within the bourgeois family; people seem to find it impossible to agree on even 
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the simplest matters. So conflict is everywhere in this film – but not class conflict. Popa’s 
insistence to read Sieranevada as being (at an unconscious level) about the bourgeois fear 
of the violent lower classes leads him to completely fabricate his evidence.

In the case of Corneliu Porumboiu’s Police, Adjective, Popa reads the character of the 
police chief (Vlad Ivanov) as the caricature of a socialist official (like the characters repre-
senting the law in Pintilie’s Reconstruction). It would seem that, many years after the end 
of Romanian state socialism, NRC filmmakers like Porumboiu continue to maliciously 
lampoon socialist views by attaching them (in a manner learnt from Pintilie) to characters 
designed to be easily labelable as “dogmatic”. But it is simply inaccurate to describe the 
character of the police chief from Police, Adjective, as Bogdan Popa describes him, as a 
character who in the course of the films expresses “socialist views”, dogmatic or not. (Popa 
doesn’t provide any examples.) In fact, the writer-director makes the character betray fascist 
leanings – for example when, showing irritation with the dictionary definition of “police 
state”, he suggests that a police state should be defined as a good thing, since police is 
necessary to all states; right after this, he also corrects the dictionary on the origin of the 
Romanian word for “policeman”, insisting that it descends from the Greek word polis 
(city) and adding approvingly that, in ancient Greece, the policemen were “those who 
were running the city”. It should be clear that the views that Porumboiu is lampooning 
here are not socialist.

An apriori identification of the New Romanian Cinema as an ideological enemy leads 
the critic to consistently misdescribe characters and scenes, in order to make them con-
form to a reading that nothing or almost nothing in those characters and scenes would 
otherwise support. This problem is not uncommon in left-wing critiques of the New 
Romanian Cinema, written in Romanian, of which there have been a few in recent years. 
Popa’s article thus has a symptomatic relevance which makes it worth lingering on, despite 
a certain carelessness in its research and writing.
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Abstract 
The article proposes a comparative analysis between Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels 
and his screenplays, as well as between his screenplays and other representative 
texts written in this form. The aim is to draw a conclusion regarding the possibilities 
for defining the screenplay as a literary form. The article argues that Robbe-Grillet’s 
novels and screenplays, whose literary form has been acknowledged, are more 
technical, rigid texts, owing to their self-imposed stylistic specificities – thus their 
reception by a non-specialized reader is more difficult than in the case of ‘traditional’ 
screenplays.

”H aving looked at the efforts to define the screenplay as a form of literature in 
the 1940s it would be reasonable to expect that this would form the basis 
of a period of sustained scholarship of the script, or at least the screenplay. 

This, however, did not eventuate”1, notes Steven Maras in Screenwriting – History, Theory 
and Practice. Today, however, a trend of change is emerging, as major screenplay analysis 
studies have been published over the past years. Steven Maras, Ian W. Macdonald, Steven 
Price, and Ted Nannicelli are just a few of the theorists who have recently delved into the 
possibilities for categorizing the screenplay and its specificities, while also discussing it in 
terms of a literary form. The current paper aims to continue that research and provide an 
argument that would take us closer to the possibility of defining the screenplay as a literary 
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form. For analysis, we propose a study of Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels and screenplays.
“[He] seems to film their movements, to record their remarks”2, he articulates the 

universe of the novel like “any traditional scenario-writer”3, write Anne Minor and Roland 
Barthes, respectively, about novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet. Meanwhile, Alain Robbe-Grillet 
the screenwriter preserves the “author‘s novelistic techniques […] in more or less modified 
form.”4 (Bruce Morrisette). His screenplays, but particularly his novels, push screenwrit-
ing rules to new bounds. The stylistic peculiarities of the French author’s novels impose 
screenplay-like rigors, but pushed to an extreme, which, had they reached it, they most 
likely would not have aspired to literary recognition. On the other hand, Robbe-Grillet’s 
screenplays, published and analyzed as a literary form called the cinema-novel, distance 
themselves from the writing norms imposed by the film industry; they reach a high degree 
of technicality and, implicitly, extra-specialized texts in the field. This paper proposes a 
comparative analysis between Robbe-Grillet’s novels and his screenplays, as well as a com-
parison between his screenplays and other texts that are representative for this form, in 
order to outline a possible conclusion regarding the possibilities for labeling the screenplay 
as a text written in observance of certain norms, imposed by the species it belongs to.

In the essay Objective Literature, Roland Barthes speaks about the New Novel and one 
of its foremost representatives—the author who intended “the assassination of the object”. 
Robbe-Grillet’s writing is defined by descriptiveness taken to the extreme. As the author 
himself states, in his theoretical book, For a New Novel, if a particular type of reader — with 
no patience to read descriptions in Balzac’s novels and skipped entire paragraphs to get to 
the action and find out what happens next — did the same with his books, they might 
reach the end of the text and find that the “contents will have escaped him altogether”5. 
The “assassinated” object in Robbe-Grillet’s prose, as Barthes dubs it, no longer serves 
any purpose aside from “‘being there’ to keep it from being ‘something’.”6 Metaphors and 
allegories are inexistent, as are the narrative thread and character psychology — the main 
feature of the texts is the visual. It is a literature of the surface, as Barthes calls it, in which 
the object “has therefore neither function nor substance”7. Barthes’ illustration of the 
kind of visual descriptions that typify Robbe-Grillet’s prose is telling. A sentence such as, 
“’So-and-so‘s dinner was ready: some ham’”8, banal in the current vernacular, could never 
feature in the French author’s texts. In a novel penned by him, the sentence would proba-
bly look something like this: “’On the kitchen table there are three thin slices of ham laid 
across a white plate’”9, Barthes suggests. Objects lose their function for the French author. 
Ham does not have the value of food which we attribute to it, but is defined through its 
very existence. Positioning in space, thickness, look, color — in short, the image of the 
object — is what transpires and is relevant in Robbe-Grillet’s prose. “A slice of tomato in 
an automat sandwich, described according to this method, constitutes an object without 
heredity, without associations, and without references, an object rigorously confined to the 
order of its components, and refusing with all the stubbornness of its thereness to involve 
the reader in an elsewhere, whether functional or substantial.”10

In his discussion of the novel Le Voyeur, Pierre De Boisdeffre asserts that Robbe-Grillet’s 
text allows for two possible interpretations. On the one hand, the one evoked by Barthes, 



For a New Novel. Alain Robbe-Grillet. Screenplay versus Novel

Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 2, No. 1, 2018 | 45  

in which the text is confined to the surface of the surrounding objects and any potential 
depth is completely eliminated. On the other, De Boisdeffre provides a different perspec-
tive: analyzing the text based on the secret around which it is built. “Was the salesman, 
who had arrived to peddle watches on an island in the Atlantic, the witness, accessory or 
author of the murder?”11. Thus, De Boisdeffre discusses the “inside” meanings that Robbe-
Grillet bestows on his text, even though he avowedly disregards the conventional novel. 
“If the author invests all the resources of his writing into negating it, he only does so to 
underline the absurdity of the traditional way to portray the world, which can only falsify 
the reality it conceals from us.”12

In For a New Novel, Alain Robbe-Grillet responds to the critiques and literary theorists 
who misinterpreted his texts. What’s more, some of them (even if this is not the case with 
Barthes and De Boisdeffre) did not receive them with “unanimous enthusiasm” and “that 
is putting it mildly.”13 Alain Robbe Grillet speaks of the interpretation of his texts from an 
hermeneutic-semiotic approach tangent to the theory espoused by Umberto Eco in The 
Limits of Interpretation. Intentio auctoris, intentio opris, and intentio lectoris form a crea-
tion-transmission-reception triad in which all three entities have equal value, thus investing 
the reader with the same responsibility as the author. Robbe-Grillet states that, both for 
his films, as well as for his novels, the reader and the viewer respectively is an important 
“character” and “in his mind unfolds the whole story, which is precisely imagined by him.”14

In the novel Jealousy, reality is transposed through the eyes of a man who suspects that 
his wife is cheating on him with their neighbor. As Robbe-Grillet states, the only possible 
reality is the one described by the books sentences. There is no external chronology aside 
from the one provided by the novel and any attempt to arrange the events in a natural 
order “would lead, sooner or later, to a series of contradictions, hence to an impasse.” For 
Robbe-Grillet, the only direction to follow, the only existing reality is the one described in 
the book. Another one, to be interpreted by him, the author, does not exist. The unfolding 
of events “functioned nowhere else except in the mind of the invisible narrator, in other 

Delphine Seyrig in Last Year at Marienbad, 1961
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words of the writer, and of the reader.” 15

The hermeneutic-semiotic approach to interpreting his novels is somewhat similar to 
the one espoused by Pier Paolo Pasolini, regarding the reading of screenplays: “the reader’s 
representational imagination then enters a far more elevated and mechanically intense stage 
of creation then when he is reading a novel.”16. When the text is purely descriptive and 
the author provides no other interpretation aside from visual images, the reader is vested 
in the final role, the one to perfect the reality to which he is exposed.

For analysis, here is a fragment from the novel Jealousy, which is stylistically represent-
ative for the French writer’s prose:

“The house is built on a level with this courtyard, from which it is 
separated by no veranda or gallery. On the three other sides, however, it is 
enclosed by the veranda.

The slope of the terrain, more pronounced starting from the courtyard, 
causes the central portion of the veranda (which runs along the front of the 
house on the south) to stand at least six feet above the garden.

On all sides of the garden, as far as the borders of the plantation, stretches 
the green mass of the banana trees.

On the right and the left, their proximity is too great, combined with 
the veranda‘s relative lack of elevation, to permit an observer stationed 
there to distinguish the arrangement of the trees; while further down the 
valley, the quincunx can be made out at first glance. In certain very recently 
replanted sectors—those where the reddish earth is just beginning to yield 
supremacy to foliage—it is easy enough to follow the regular perspective 
of the four intersecting lanes along which the young trunks are aligned.”17

Note the description taken to an extreme and the “assassinated” object, as Barthes called 
it, which fulfills the simple function of being. At the same time, the text observes the rules 
of screenplay writing: the present tense, the visual, material description, and the author 
only specifying the things that might be seen on a potential future screen, images that can 
be filmed. Were we to consider Robbe-Grillet’s text as a screenplay, we might say that it 
transposes the rules toward new bounds. Exact details of the house, terrace, and elevation 
of the yard: the quincunx of banana trees planted in intersecting directions and the color 
of the earth create a visual universe described with the precision of an all-powerful eye.

A screenplay provides the same kind of visual description, but they are far less detailed. 
To outline a comparative analysis, here is the beginning of the script to the film Scarred 
Hearts, by Radu Jude, representative for screenplay prose: 

1. EXT. SANATORIUM. DAY 1

EMANUEL (Manu) B., a young man of around twenty, accom-

panied by his father (LAZĂR B.), gets off the carriage 

outside an imposing building. The building is painted 
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white and enclosed by a wrought iron fence; above the 

gate, a large sign with red letters: The CTC – Carmen 

Sylva Sanatorium. Mr. Lazăr B. pays the coachman, then 

picks up the luggage and the two of them enter the yard.

TEXT ON BLACK: a sudden and immense dilation of the 

world

As they head toward the building, Emanuel looks quiz-

zically at the few people of various ages stretched 

out on gurneys (hospital beds comprising a frame and 

a mattress placed on a mount with four large rubber 

wheels) chatting cheerfully in the shade of a huge 

nut tree.

Note the same objective description — the text is purely visual and the objects that 
compose it are reduced to their mere physical presence. Meanwhile, there is a difference 
in the degree of detail with which they are depicted. The script to Scarred Hearts, like 
all texts that belong to this species, provide the reader with a bare minimum of visual 
details, so he can then create his own visual representation: the location (here, the 
sanatorium), a brief description for it (painted white and enclosed by a 
wrought iron fence), the characters’ actions and age, when relevant to the story as a 
whole. Note just the presence of the significant details, which would allow the reader to 
follow the narrative thread. The reasoning behind this stylistic choice is not necessarily a 
product of the author’s intent, but can be chalked up to a duality typical of screenplays: 
on the one hand, they are texts unto themselves, but, on the other, these texts stand as the 
basis for a future artistic object: the film. The director, cinematographer, and set designer, 
are responsible for geometrically, pictorially and architecturally perfecting the universe 
which the screenwriter has created. Robbe-Grillet reaches descriptive extremes, such as 

Gabriele Ferzetti and Deplhine Seyrig
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the exact outlining of the image of a shadow cast by a column: “Now the shadow of 
the column—the column which supports the southwest corner of the 

roof — lengthens across the flagstones of this central part of the 

veranda, in front of the house where the chairs have been set out 

for the evening.”18 Providing such details in a screenplay would not entail a violation 
of writing norms. However, such a text would negate the active participation of the other 
members on the film crew to its production, transforming them into mere performers of 
the screenwriter’s vision, not creators of their own artistic objects. This discussion, on the 
author of a film and the involvement of each crew member in the final artistic product is 
ample and out of place in the current debate. However, were we to represent the direc-
tor-screenwriter as a total auteur of the film, this still would not justify such a detailed 
description of a potential text. He would reveal his creative intentions to the set designer, 
for instance, who would then be tasked with producing the set design sketches and pitches. 
The decision on the exact elevation of the terrace, be it two, five, or seven meters, will 
always fall on the set designer, not the director, much less the screenwriter.

We can conclude that both fragments closely observe the rules of screenplay writing. 
At the same time, from a semiotic perspective, the two ascribe a different role for the 
reader: in terms of visual aspect, Robbe-Grillet’s text bestows a less invested role onto the 
reader than the script. The detail-laden paragraphs limit the reader’s own representation, 
whereas the script (as is the case with the representative fragment from Radu Jude’s text) 
puts the reader’s creative imagination to work, and turns him into a director, set designer, 
or cinematographer himself. 

The type of investment Robbe-Grillet discusses is narrative. The French author’s texts, 
articulated outside of time, with no chronology, non-narrative, opposed to any laws 
of a classical storytelling, bereft of individualized characters and nuances of meaning, 
hyper-descriptive and visual, invest the reader in the act of building the universe of the 
novel, alongside the narrator. Conversely, ‘traditional’ screenplays guide the reader; in most 
cases, the narrative thread is obvious and not up for interpretation.

At this point, it is important to discuss the reception of Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels, 
both by the literary critics, as well as by the readers, invested into an important role by 
the author. Critics such as Pierre De Boisdeffre and Roland Barthes advocated the rigors 
of the New Novel as imposed by Robbe-Grillet. At the time, his prose was seen as one 
whose hyper-descriptive style created a strong sense of alienation or pressure. “The prose 
seldom wavers from this sterile, descriptive rigor, yet its eerie rhythms and hypnotic rep-
etitions – and its curious absence of affect – create a sense of mounting disquiet,”19 writes 
American literary critic Adam Shatz about the novel Jealousy. Or “the infinitesimal precision 
of the description tells us nothing about the hero’s psychology, about his hopes for exiting 
the labyrinth, or the fear of falling victim to it, but this city where all the houses look 
the same and the snow muffles footfalls creates a Kafka-esque state of disquiet,”20 writes 
De Boisdeffre on In the Labyrinth, the novel which pushed the Robbe-Grillet style to an 
extreme. However, the critical reception of Jealousy, as Bruce Morrissette states about the, 
was largely negative. The old-school critics, represented by André Rousseaux and Robert 
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Kemp, all said that the long-awaited way of the New Novel is a genuine cul-de-sac. Fragments 
of the book were even derided by radio readings meant to make the listener laugh at the 
senseless absurdity of the descriptions, as De Boisdeffre recalls. This wave of criticism lead 
to the readers’ loss of interest in the novel and implicitly to a dramatic drop in sales. Most 
of the novel’s copies were sent back to the publishing house. Robbe-Grillet did not take 
this negative reception lightly and responded to the charges levied against his texts in For 
a New Novel, amongst which that “The New Novel, difficult to read, is addressed only to 
specialists,”21 one of the era’s frequently encountered statements. However, the contempo-
rary reader has also confirmed the somber predictions made at the time. As Adam Shatz 
notes in a 2014 article, “By the time he was elected to the Académie française in 2004, 
Alain Robbe-Grillet had suffered a cruel fate: he had all the renown he could have hoped 
for but few readers to show for it.”22. In the United States, for instance, where he had been 
likened to Beckett and Genet, his books were only available in used bookstores. The trend 
which had conquered a segment of the literary world in the ‘50s and ‘60s had reached an 
impasse and, paradoxically, Alain Robbe-Grillet’s books had been forgotten by the very 
reader he had granted the essential role in the reception of his texts.

Thus, Robbe-Grillet lost his wager with the public. His abstract, opaque texts lost the 
connection with the reader, who never fulfilled the role he had been granted: to create the 
narrative for himself. Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels, which hold an important position in 
the history of literary theory and narratology are now seldom read and re-published. This 
might suggest the public, the average reader, requires a text to be narratively fixed, as well 
as the fact that the verb is far more important than the adjective in the reception process. 

It can be said that a ‘traditional’ screenplay only crosses paths with the rigors of Robbe-
Grillet’s novels in terms of visuals. Most screenplays are constructed just like the novels 
Robbe-Grillet opposes adamantly and outright. They have a clearly defined narrative 
thread, characters, in the classical sense of the word, and even a psychological background 
for them, suggested through actions and dialog. In terms of reception theory, the reader 
is invested with an important, yet different role. In the case of screenplays, the reader is 
provided with a minimal description of the characters and actions and is put in the posi-
tion to complete the imagery of the text with the aid of his own imagination. However, in 
terms of narrative, the way the events develop and their chronology is as clear as can be. 
In the case of the French author’s novels, the situation is radically different. Each visual 
detail is minutely described, but it is up to the reader to unfurl the story. This is actually 
the reason why the reader ‘forgot’ Robbe-Grillet’s novels, as the crucial role Robbe-Grillet 
ascribed to him boomeranged and turned against its own creator.

In terms of similarities between literary forms, the French author’s texts rather stand 
comparison with experimental screenplays — a subspecies which negates narrative threads 
and traditional character articulation, but maintains the visual character by solely describing 
the images of a potential future film.

For the purpose of analysis, here is how a potential hierarchical classification might look, 
articulated in terms of textual technicality, inflexibility granted by the stylistic self-imposed 
peculiarities and the capacity and willingness for reception by a non-specialized audience: 
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Form – screenplay Form – novel Form – short story

‘Traditional’ screenplay Short stories that observe 
screenplay writing rules 
(Hemingway, Salinger, etc.)

Experimental screenplay The New Novel –  
Allain Robbe Grillet

In this chart of public taste, Allain Robbe Grillet would occupy the same position 
as experimental novels, and traditional screenplays (in terms of narrative construction) 
would hold a superior position, as they are more accessible for wider audience — much 
like short stories or vignettes penned by the likes of Ernest Hemingway, J.D.Salinger, or 
A.P. Cekhov. This potential hierarchy could stand as a counterargument for those who 
negate the potential literary nature of screenplays and cite the absence of non-specialized 
readers, technical writing, or the constrictive stylistic rigors of the form.

CINEMA – NOVEL VERSUS SCREENPLAY
Before the analysis per se, we propose outlining a brief introduction into the debates 
regarding the author of the film and the modes of development and work on a screenplay 
of the era, in order to place the screenplays authored by Alain Robbe-Grillet in a proper 
historic context. We will then return to the comparison between the cinema-novel (as the 
French author dubbed his own published screenplays) and the ‘traditional’ screenplays, in 
order to question the possibility of framing the two types of text within the same form, 
and then within a literary genre. We will also propose a possible classification of these 
texts, based on the same criteria taken into account above: the presence/absence of the 
non-specialized reader, the level of technicality of the text, and the set of stylistic norms 
which the form imposes. 

In a 1992 volume of interviews, The Erotic Dream Machine23, Alain Robbe-Grillet 
describes how William Faulkner worked for the major Hollywood studios: he would receive 
a script, write dialog fragments, then forward it to another screenwriter. The major novelist 
would receive a text from the right and relay it to the left in the endless mass production 
process. In the final film, he could no longer recognize a word of what he had written.

The system was typical of Hollywood, and by the time the situation had started to 
change overseas, France had taken up and implemented this way of working, similar to 
the division of industrial, mechanical labor so suggestively depicted by Charles Chaplin in 
Modern Times. The screenwriter had become a specialized robot, who produced the same 
component, day in and day out, at the text production factory. As Steven Price notes in 
the theoretic paper A History of the Screenplay24, the French system entailed five stages of 
development and implicitly an equal number of screenwriters involved in each project. The 
first step was finding the subject and creating the idea of the film (idée de film), developed 
in a 10-15 pages synopsis meant to attract the attention of a producer. Then came the 
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treatment, a 30-50 page-long prose, which represented the development of the initial idea, 
then the so-called continuité, which segmented the text into scenes and included certain 
bits of dialog. A fourth screenwriter would add dialog to the text and the director had 
the final task: creating the scene breakdown (découpage technique) – the document that 
described each frame of the upcoming film. As Steven Price suggests, the situation was 
not as radical as it is often described. There were cases in which the screenwriters worked 
in creative teams and all took part in each stage of development, without being relegated 
to the status of creative robots meant to produce hyper-specialized texts.

However, the emergence of the French New Wave would radically alter the situation. Its 
promoters, including François Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, and Claude Chabrol, opposed 
this over-fragmentation of the process of filmmaking, among other things. Elaborating on 
the influences and changes brought on by the French New Wave falls outside the scope of 
this paper, but it is worth mentioning the changes it brought in, in terms of relation to the 
screenplay. The auteur cinema which the new trend imposed bestowed the main role onto 
the director; in many cases, the screenplay was a point of departure for the director, who 
improvised the story alongside the actors. Steven Price quotes Alison Smith in noting that 
“the particularly high profile given to Jean-Luc Godard’s and Jacques Rivette’s improvisatory 
script habits led to a New Wave myth, the idea that a film could, in normal circumstances, 
be elaborated from a few sketchy typewritten pages.”25 These radical amendments to 
approaching the screenplay clearly brought on more freedom for the director, but also 
contributed to highlighting the other side of the mountain: a complete lack of structure 
in French film. The consequences, which Price illustrates, meant “the re-introduction of 
script development within the industry, a position which in the 1980s became a matter 
of government policy.”26

As Price notes, “the director is liberated from the constraints of the screenplay, but so 
too is the screenplay liberated from having to prepare each aspect of the film precisely.”27 
Thus, in some cases, the screenplay ended up as an autonomous object, which deserved 
attention independently of the resulting film. The era saw the emergence of many important 
collaborations between writers and screenwriter-writers, who were already acknowledged 
as major artistic and cultural figures of their respective milieus. The current is known as 
The Second Wave, or The Left Bank, which did not oppose the New Wave, but ran parallel 
to it. The best-known screenwriter-director teams of that age include Alain Resnais and 
Marguerite Duras (Hiroshima Mon Amour, 1959), or Alain Robbe-Grillet (Last Year at 
Marienbad, 1961). As Price writes, “within film history, this represents perhaps the first 
time (other than in the work of writer-directors) that the voice of the screenwriter could 
be said to have an authorial weight within the film that is equal to that of the director.”

The case of the film Last Year at Marienbad is telling in this respect. “When one sees 
Marienbad, one sees a film by two authors, for Resnais scrupulously respected everything 
I wrote, but he directed it; he was, as we say in French, the réalisateur. More than the term 
director, the word réalisateur suggests someone who transfers what was a possibility into 
the real image on the screen,”28 Alain Robbe-Grillet said about the film. So the screenwrit-
er-director couple became the author of the film for the first time in history. Robbe-Grillet 
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and Resnais also seemed to work as a symbiotic entity: “Alain Resnais and I were able to 
collaborate only because we had seen the film in the same way from the start; and not just 
in the same general outlines, but exactly, in the construction of the least detail as in its 
total architecture. What I write might have been what was already in [his] mind; what he 
added during the shooting was what I might have written.”29 Indeed, the Robbe-Grillet – 
Resnais duo is special and worked as a single creative entity.

Alain Robbe-Grillet screenplays are a peculiar case in film history, since they are 
hyper-technical texts, which provide all possible details in a future film: camera move-
ments, frames, indications on the music, set design or credits of the upcoming film. All 
this actually allowed the director to precisely play along to the score envisioned by the 
French author in images.

As we now reach the initially proposed comparative analysis, here is a brief fragment 
of the screenplay of Last Year at Marienbad:

“The last two credit-pictures, instead of constituting 

separate shots, are gradually revealed by a sideways 

shift of the camera which, without stopping on the 

first frame when it is centered, continues its slow, 

regular movement, passes across a section of the wall 

containing only woodwork, gilding, moulding, etc., 

then reaches the last frame, containing the last name 

or names of the credits, which could begin with less 

important names and end with the major ones, or even 

mix them, especially towards the end. This last pic-

ture has a considerable margin of wall around it, as 

if it were seen from farther away. The camera passes 

across this without stopping either, then continues 

its movement along the wall.”30

We here notice details which far surpass the mere narrative thread of the action; not 
only do they provide framing details, but also specific directions for the camera movements, 
its position and angling, the way in which the credits should be designed and the order 
in which the crew is to be credited on-screen. Robbe-Grillet himself highlights his own 
peculiar manner of scriptwriting, in the interview anthology The Erotic Dream Machine. 
His account of his attempt to collaborate with his good friend Michelangelo Antonioni is 
telling in this respect. The two of them met, they both wanted to collaborate, this seemed 
highly possible, until they came to discuss the first shot in the movie, which Robbe-Grillet 
detailed to the extreme. “[He] stopped me and said, ‘Listen: tell me a story and I’ll tell you 
the image that will appear on the screen.’” Robbe-Grillet’s response was cutting: “Listen, 
Michelangelo, I am very fond of you. But a collaboration between us is impossible, because 
when I think of a film, I envision the images that will appear on the screen. If you want a 
story, take one of my novels.”31 Their collaboration came to an abrupt end, as neither one 
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of them was willing to change the way he worked.
A ‘traditional’ re-write of the above fragment, in a way which is more typical of a 

screenplay, in that it only contains descriptions of the images seen on an imaginary screen, 
but no other extra details, might look something like this:

The film credits roll on a wall with woodwork, gilding, 

and molding.

A screenplay which only tells a story, as Antonioni noted, would need no further 
details. Most of the time, this transposition is the appanage of the director. It is, however, 
also worth noting that even this brief description would be additional information in a 
screenplay written in observance of ‘traditional’ norms. Typically, the screenwriter would 
bestow the full responsibility for designing the credits unto the director. His text would 
be confined to describing the locations, characters, action, and dialog, and would wholly 
disregard the existence of a potential future film. Such a minimal description can, however, 
be included, as some very brief directorial indications are sometimes employed. However, 
a ‘traditional’ screenplay would stylistically resemble a short story in most cases (such as 
those written by Salinger and Hemingway), unlike Robbe-Grillet’s text, which becomes a 
written object meant to form the basis of a future film, a hyper-technical and specialized 
text which would provide the director with the exact details of the manner in which the 
film is to be produced.

However, Steven Price notes that “in transforming accepted notions of what a screenplay 
could be, Duras and Robbe-Grillet produced texts that can be regarded as major forms of 
experimental literature, not least for the simple reason that they were immediately published 
and thereby became part of an accepted canon of literary fiction.”32 The published version of 
Last Year at Marienbad is suggestively subtitled A Cinema-Novel. Thus, the hyper-technical 
texts, abundant in details that are hard to follow or even comprehend by a non-specialized 
audience are considered “major forms of experimental literature”.

To return to the proposed classification and depart from the one we have previously 
outlined, let us now add the forms we have discussed. We remind that the criteria on which 
this taxonomy is based are the level of technicality and the reader’s required degree of spe-
cialization, as well as the imposed stylistic norms, which might estrange a potential reader.

Form – screenplay Form – novel Form – short story 

‘Traditional’ screenplay Short stories that observe 
screenplay writing rules 
(Hemingway, Salinger, etc.)

Experimental screenplay The New Novel – Allain 
Robbe Grillet

Last Year at Marienbad 
screenplay

Cinema-novel
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This perspective somewhat enables us to state that Alain Robbe-Grillet’s novels, which 
are comparable with experimental screenplays are ‘more screenplay-like’, under the classical 
definition of the term than even his screenplays. As the French author told Antonioni, “If 
you want a story, take one of my novels.”

Back to the above taxonomy — even if the screenplay and cinema-novel Last Year at 
Marienbad are two identical texts — the form under which they were published actually 
justifies classifying them as belonging to two distinct forms. This classification could be 
employed as an argument that supports the literary character of screenplays.
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Abstract 
Among many paths it opened for modern cinema, Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1966 
Blow-up offered a prototype for the central subjectivity in essay cinema – in other 
words, for the ‘protagonist’ of the essay film. The essentially passive Thomas, drifter 
by type and photographer by occupation, is memorable due to his spontaneous 
obsession with a photograph he accidentally captured, a goal that makes him 
unconventional for much longer than the superficial markers of the ‘60s bohemian 
spirit. In this article I will argue that, whenever an essay film has an identifiable 
protagonist – a first-person discourse introducing spectators into the subject of the 
documentary –, he / she will have some traits in common with the lucid-witness-
as-hero pattern established by Antonioni. Integrating photographs (or footage) into 
the film and allowing viewers to do their own work as investigator/judge in order to 
keep up with the protagonist is a bold move, one which radically redefines cinematic 
‘action’ by making heroism a matter of discernment, rather than brute force. The 
three films with very different subjects on which I will focus show similarities in 
building their protagonist. In Joshua Oppenheimer’s 2014 documentary The Look of 
Silence, the protagonist works to deepen a revelation of reality prompted by footage. 
Ross McElwee’s 2003 film diary Bright Leaves is a selfless and passionate investigation 
of a distant and unchangeable family past. Multimedia artist Laurie Anderson’s 
2015 Heart of a Dog defines the human in the owner-pet relationship primarily by 
her interpretation of immediate reality, namely by her power to give voice to her 
departed dog and the implicit sensibility which this evocation reveals. Although none 
of these films has a fictional plot and thus similarity to Antonioni’s film is evidently 
limited, the scale of values by which their protagonists are defined is traceable to a 
shift in paradigm which Blow-up set in motion. 
 
Keywords 
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A sharp change of course from classic film narration, Blow-up is interpretable as 
using action solely as a catalyst for observation and intellectual insight. Rather 
than defining David Hemmings’ character Thomas, sociologically or psycholog-

ically, this essay will focus on analyzing the constant interplay between plot and exposition 
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in Antonioni’s Blow-up. Thomas is potentially a successful models’ agent or a seducer, a 
plastic artist, a trophy husband, an investigator, but in the end he accomplishes none of 
these possibilities. The initial photo session represented in the film is an important clue 
for deciphering the author’s vision of Thomas: the photographer engages in a libidinal but 
platonic domination game by which the model reveals her sensuality to Thomas’s camera 
while he loudly expresses his satisfaction.

Later, a tense conversation at his house with the girl he photographed in the park 
(Vanessa Redgrave) seems to lead either to the confession of a crime or to sex, but in the 
end it leads to neither. It is fascinating how minutely Antonioni stages the scene to inte-
grate his motif of incomplete consummation of actions: the girl offers herself to Thomas 
in the hope that this might persuade him to give her the incriminating photographs, but 
he doesn’t rush to accept her advances. Rather, they are interrupted midway and the actors 
remain half-naked for the rest of the scene without any clear hint to where this might be 
going (or what might have happened during the montage ellipses). The on-screen climax 
of the scene is in Redgrave’s laughter, a departure from her previous sulking behavior, but 
this is no less aesthetic and immaterial than the models’ poses which Thomas works to 
stimulate. It’s as pronouncedly aesthetic as the enthusiasm of Greta Garbo’s fans who saw 
her laugh in Ernst Lubitsch’s Ninotchka (1939) and rejoiced in seeing another side to her 
cinematic persona. Once again, Thomas’s interaction with surrounding characters is visual 
rather than tactile and manifests itself as taking control.

The least material and the most dramatically important scene in the film is the photo 
montage with zoomed-in prints of the park photos, after Thomas isolates himself in the 
house with a glass of brandy and decides to find the answers to the mystery in the negative 
of his film. Looking at a photo in which the girl embraces the older man, Thomas follows 
the girl’s worried gaze toward something/someone in the distance, in the foliage behind 
the fence. As this action is initially staged, the camera follows Thomas’s eye movements 
from one photo to another or from one detail in a photograph to another. It’s essential, 
in this part of the sequence, to see the photos as photos, with the lights in Thomas’s room 
shining on parts of them and obscuring visual information to the spectators. As the sus-
pense increases and the event in the park becomes clearer, photos occupy the entire screen 
space with maximum clarity – even showing a previously invisible silhouette of someone 
holding a gun in the foliage and building a timeline of the events in the park from static 
photographs.

None of these revelations, however, evolve into a straightforward plot. Perhaps justifi-
ably – given the grainy and uncertain appearance of his photos –, Thomas only looks for 
further verification: he goes to the park to look for the body, he confesses his discovery 
to a friend’s girlfriend and shows her the photographs. Calling the police or trying to 
identify the body beyond the abstraction of ‘murdered man’ don’t seem to cross his mind. 
The ultimate point of this accidental witnessing is not so much to deliver justice, as in a 
conventional police drama, but to stir emotions in the protagonist, which are stronger 
than anything his routinely glam fashion photography might cause him.

In a formally similar investigation of emotions caused by witnessing wrongdoings, 



The Protagonist in Essay Cinema

Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 2, No. 1, 2018 | 59  

Oppenheimer’s The Look of Silence follows Adi, the younger brother of an Indonesian 
political casualty, trying to confront his departed sibling’s torturers who still hold the 
political power in their country. His authority is granted by ethics rather than status, since 
the perpetrators of the 1965-’66 massacre are still glorified in the media as anti-communist 
fighters while their victims are vilified. To Adi, these people are simultaneously his brother’s 
killers and his next-door neighbours – placing them in the first category elicits intense 
hatred, while the second requires caution.

It is essential to note that this confrontation between Adi and his brother’s killers did 
not happen spontaneously during interactions within the village. It was catalyzed by the 
production of Oppenheimer’s previous documentary on the same political issue, The Act 
of Killing (2012), which contains the killers’ good-humored testimonies of their crimes. 
In The Look of Silence, Adi is shown repeatedly watching detailed testimonies (recorded 
by Oppenheimer) of his brother’s torturers, as well as US news footage from the sixties 
announcing the successful and efficient Indonesian crusade against local communists. 
Viewers are asked to draw their own conclusions: a generation of political victims have 
never been avenged and rehabilitated by history, while the killers have lived harmonious, 
prosperous lives and their children never learnt how morally condemnable they actually 
were. Seeing Adi as the hero depends on understanding his moral perspective as well as the 
necessity of this confrontation with adversaries who are higher by status and morally inferior.

Of the three movies in my comparison, The Look of Silence is the most action-based, in 
the sense that Adi puts himself at risk to relieve his conscience and to reveal to the tormen-
tors’ families this bloody secret that history is trying to obscure. This leads to emotional 
and sometimes absurdist scenes (such as the one where a man he confronts tries to change 
the subject complaining that he doesn’t want to “talk politics”) and to growing tension, 
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when it becomes clear that Adi is in a very vulnerable position for stirring up ethical guilt. 
A lot more of the action happened behind the scenes, as Oppenheimer reveals that the 
documentary crew had to relocate Adi and his family after the end of the shoot, fully aware 
that in a political regime which has exonerated killers for many decades, one more crime 
could easily go unnoticed.

Adi is a convenient protagonist for initiating spectators to Indonesia’s astonishingly 
skewed politics. The Look of Silence is his story, although the core of it is illuminating histor-
ical injustice rather than accomplishing a concrete objective. However, the presence of the 
filmmaker is felt on the screen – it is Oppenheimer who catalyzed these confrontations with 
his footage, who managed to break the ice by asking the killers questions which were less 
invasive and less meaningful to him, personally. One of the ‘interviewees’ even names him 
to give Adi a positive example of conversation manners. This outsider perspective validates 
Adi’s point of view and makes it a larger issue instead of a case of personal vengeance – the 
Indonesian man might be exposing himself on the screen, but it is the US documentary 
director whose discourse is perceived in the cuts.

Another enterprise prompted by found footage, McElwee’s Bright Leaves is the film-
maker’s investigation into his family heritage of a (finally unprofitable) tobacco business, 
with the aid of relatives’ testimony, along with Southern location shooting and clips from 
a golden-era Hollywood film, Michael Curtiz’ 1950 Bright Leaf, which McElwee hints 
to as a fictional portrait of his great-grandfather. These puzzle pieces, ordered and put 
into place by the filmmaker, clarify the bigger picture, with none of them being reliable 
by itself. The filmmaker starts his account of the family history by talking about how his 
great-grandfather was robbed of a revolutionary tobacco formula by his competitor, and 
how the Dukes gained control over the North Carolina tobacco production. The would-be 
fortune was irretrievably lost, but what the narrator-heir is actually aiming to retrieve for 
his last name is prestige: according to him, if history were meritocratic, Duke University 
which was founded with tobacco money would now be the McElwee University.

As in Blow-up, the protagonist – who is represented in the film by his voice, and very 
rarely by his actual appearance – is a summation of several different planes: his family life 
and friends, which are revealed in occasional digressions; his intellectual pursuit of the 
truth about his heritage; his eccentric/joker side which breaks the seriousness of the tone 
– after a cul-de-sac line of inquiry, an atmospheric shot reveals him as he is “dogged by a 
dog” while wandering across an open field. As in Blow-up, his engagement in detached 
observation rather detracts from his personal life, but comparing his point of view with 
his friends’ and relatives’ gives us a sense of whether his conclusions are reasonable – at 
one point, McElwee confesses to feeling guilty because his ancestor might have aggravated 
tobacco consumption and all the diseases associated with it; this leads to introducing a 
couple in his friends’ group who are long-time smokers and, despite sporadic attempts to 
quit, seem to be fine in accepting the health risks associated with smoking.

McElwee’s evasive narration often makes spectators question what they thought the film 
has proven so far – it’s not about historical truth as much as it is about McElwee’s reconcil-
iation with it. One central strategy in this overturning of evidence is McElwee’s reliance of 
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the Gary Cooper vehicle Bright Leaf, by which he initially ennobles his great-grandfather’s 
legend. He breaks down the film into individual scenes to ‘illustrate’ the McElwees’ glorious 
past, but closer reading of the fiction soon causes ambiguity. Cooper’s character might be 
inspired by his ancestor or, just as likely, by the Duke patriarch – or rather, it combines 
both men’s biographies to suit the purposes of the plot; McElwee’s reverie of seeing a home 
movie inside this expensive Hollywood production turns out to be unfounded. McElwee, 
like Thomas, reveals more of himself than he reveals of the context by showing such intense 
fascination with footage shot for a different purpose. (He even interviews Patricia Neal, 
along with a film scholar who is totally uninterested in the film, to verify his assumptions.)

The last term of this comparison is the least formally similar to Antonioni’s film. Laurie 
Anderson’s 2015 animation Heart of a Dog, a portrait of her departed pet Lolabelle, is a 
fortunately ambiguous rendering of a loving relationship (of any sort), where it is very hard 
to trace the demarcation line between the actual Lolabelle and the woman’s impression of 
her. The devotion and grief she puts on display, however, catalyze a broader conceptual 
exploration of death and loss in which the filmmaker/animator is merely a powerless 
witness. It may be counter-intuitive to talk of a ‘hero’ in essay films, but even Anderson’s 
idiosyncratic associations and often abstract voice-over narration add up to a central sub-
jectivity which is unmistakably personal.

Regarding artistic technique, the narration of events (finding Lolabelle, protecting 
her, keeping her alive through severe illness) is mainly illustrated with home movies and 
reenactments, but they often give way to lyrical passages which use chromatic distraction 
and overlapping digital filters. The death of her pet leads Anderson to think of the death 
of her mother and (implicitly) that of her husband. While, again, there is not even a trace 
of an investigation plot like the one used by Antonioni, Oppenheimer and McElwee, 
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there is still the indirectly defined subjectivity characteristic of he previously discussed 
films – Anderson’s reactions, revealed in voice-over and built up by the structure of Heart 
of a Dog, shape our impression of the protagonist.

Less structure equals more free association, a more direct expression of emotions – in 
unpredictable asides, Anderson talks about (and obliquely illustrates) crib death, the sur-
veillance state, Buddhist meditation. The mental pattern revealed in her film is far more 
complex and whimsical than the (still morally charged) protagonist-as-detective alternatives. 
A very rich soundtrack, which completes the documentary, further hints that the primary 
goal of this film is to move spectators. They are able to feel Anderson’s gaze in the footage 
and photos of Lolabelle, but the expression of grief for her pet extends to the memory 
of all previous instances in which she suffered. If this were the structuring principle of 
Blow-up, we would know almost nothing about Thomas, his job, his friends or his daily 
routine, however we would know a great deal more about the London crime scene. This 
is essayistic subjectivity at its most selfless and refractive.

The anthology Keywords in Subversive Film/Media Aesthetics1 defines the essay film as 
being “doubly minor”: for being the cinematic counterpart of the essay, which is a less 
prestigious literary form, and for being a documentary, and thus “parasitic on reality”2 
(Stam, ed, 2015:215). However, opposing the essay films discussed here to the grand 
statement of the elusiveness of truth which Antonioni makes in Blow-up, it is clear to see 
their advantages for not being stylized versions of the real world and rather borrowing 
from it directly. One particular scene in The Look of Silence is a jolting testament to the 
unpredictability of social appearances: Adi informs his mother – a sweet and caring old 
lady – that while visiting houses of the unconvicted killers in the village, he openly declares 
whose brother he is and, thus, his personal stake in wanting to expose their guilt. The 
woman seems worried by learning this and advises her son to be cautious, to pretend to 
abstain from alcohol and excuse himself from being served drinks which his hosts might 
have poisoned. She goes on to tell him that, if their conversation leads to violence, he 
could stab them in the back of the neck (in a few spots she describes very precisely and 
accurately) to cause them lethal hemorrhage. Oppenheimer cuts to footage of one of the 
tormentors describing the exact same moves, which hints to how the woman might have 
gotten the information – in those parts, it’s common knowledge. Similar unpredictable 
changes of course happen in both other essay films: the fabric of reality is so dense and 
rich in color, that any overarching statement of truth is more of an expression of longing 
than it’s factually sustainable.

Film essay scholar Timothy Corrigan divides3 this genre into several sub-categories: 
the portrait/self-portrait, essayistic diary, editorial, refractive cinema. What they have in 
common is „the very notion of expressivity and its relation to experience”4 (Corrigan, 
2011:21). It implies both “loss of self and the rethinking and remaking of the self ”.5 
(Corrigan, 2011:6) It is obviously true for all the four films discussed here, while for the 
latter it is the most intense. With his modernist narrative, Antonioni opened a path for 
the hero-as-observer, and several film essayists travelled a long, long way by it.
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Abstract 
In recent Balkan films, the big cities could be considered as a fold of socialist history, 
or more precisely, the spatialization of ostalgia. Intentionally or not, the space in such 
films usually carries a more meaningful message than it appears, although today, 
most of the films look completely away from politics and history. An effective method 
of analysis is re-politicization, by reconnecting the space in the films back with its 
political subtext. That is also the way to “unfold”, or to “restore” the “dimension-
descending history” in the Post-Cold War era. 
 
Keywords 
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I t is a kind of surprise to see Bucharest in the super hero franchise Captain America 3: 
Civil War (2016). In this film, “The Winter Soldier”, Bucky chose to hide in a typical 
“socialist” apartment building in Bucharest after he was framed to be the ostensible 

bomber, while his loyal buddy Captain American found him and fought together with 
him against other superheroes. If we pay attention to the story of Bucky, we find out that 
he was reformed into a killing machine by Nazi “Hydra”, taken over and further alienated 
by the USSR (also controlled by “Hydra”, the villain of the Marvel Universe), and later 
became the trigger of “civil war” in the righteous party “The Avengers”.

Captain America 3 is different from other superhero films to some extent, because this 
movie shows at least two contradictory values of justice, and the conflict happens inside 
the righteous party (of course the film still has a literal villain, but actually, in the dramatic 
structure, Iron Man is the real villain). In this film, the identity is no longer absolutely 
clear, and it is hard to tell enemies from friends (especially given Bucky’s identity and his 
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past). Several meaningful subtexts could be revealed if we follow the narrative of Captain 
America serials: firstly, Bucky’s identity and the conflict between the superheroes reveal the 
attitude towards the rivalry: either the Nazi or USSR, as long as it is the opponent of the 
USA for world hegemony, will be stigmatized as the evil party. Therefore, intentionally or 
unconsciously, the Marvel Universe needs a villain as “the other” to construct the “self ”, 
no matter if it is Nazi or USSR, or anything else; according to the film they are “evil” all 
the same, which is indubitably the continuation of Cold War ideology. Secondly, former 
socialist countries (with Bucharest as a synecdoche in the film) still remain somehow 
“less developed” or “out of order” in the imagination of American filmmakers (and their 
audiences). Lastly, Eastern European or Balkan countries are now “imaginable” and “under-
standable” on their world map (should I be grateful for that?). After all, Captain America 
and the Winter Soldier were caught by the other superheroes with the help of German 
Police (God knows where they came from…). Only one Romanian did something in the 
film: he recognized the Winter Soldier and became the informer.

Bucharest in this movie is no longer merely the location for car-chases scenes as in 
other Hollywood blockbusters (like Budapest in Mission Impossible 4), but also a “fold” of 
communist history. Apparently Bucharest was chosen because the actor who plays Bucky, 
Sebastian Stan, is of Romanian origin (born in Constanța, 1982), and the reason also lies 
in the character: Bucky was trained and controlled by Hydra / USSR and he could use 
the prepared facilities which still exist in the former satellite state of USSR. There are also 
other reasons, like comparatively lower cost and better conditions, for which Romania has 
become a Hollywood film shooting location since the 2000s. This could be considered as a 
metaphor of Eastern Europe’s location in the globalizing world nowadays: from the former 
rival camp, out of order, now controllable and used by the new order. 

It is widely acknowledged that in the Post-Cold War commercial movies (especially 
comedies and action films), one of the most useful ways to present globalization is de-po-
liticization, showing the indiscrimination of here and there, places in the East and West, 
people from different races and languages, or to give everything an explanation or solution 
of love, emotion, family, friendship or anything else ‘personal’. Therefore, we should also 
realize that de-politicization itself is an ideological tendency of the Post-Cold War world, 
especially in former socialist countries (including China), with its obvious object and effect 
to erase the socialist history and to join the new order of the global regime of neoliberalism. 
The only way out is re-politicization, to relocate the film back to its historical context.

OPEN THE FOLD: RESTORE THE DIMENSION-DESCENDING 
HISTORY
When trying to relocate historical context, one can easily find the tension of historical 
narration in various spaces featured in different films. Take a simple comparison between 
the ‘socialist buildings’ in Moartea domnului Lăzărescu (2005) by Cristi Puiu and In the 
Land of Blood and Honey (2011) by Angelina Jolie. One can tell the difference between 
the presentations of big cities with the tension of historical narration. Puiu’s film describes 
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a certain kind of “neighborhood” in the 
post-communist society, where the lonely 
Mr. Lăzărescu’s suffering and the limited 
kindness he got from his neighbours and 
the ambulance staff, all point to the legacy 
of the socialist era. This kind of presentation 
also exists in a number of other films like 
Domestic (2013) by Adrian Sitaru, Felicia, 
înainte de toate (2009) by Răzvan Rădulescu 
and Melissa de Raaf, Sunt o babă comunistă 
(2013) by Stere Gulea, Grbavica (2005) by 
Jasmila Žbanić, and Djeca (2012) by Aida 
Begić: the present can be easily traced back 
to the past though the continuity of the 
space. In these films, the space of “social-
ist buildings” is essential to the story. For 
Angelina Jolie, the apartment buildings in 
Sarajevo are just stage scenery, where she 
can imagine a story based on stereotype.

Why does the space matter? Or, firstly 
we should ask, “Could such a story happen 
elsewhere?” Mr. Lăzărescu could live in any 
other city, but only that certain kind of 
neighbourhood in Bucharest can fit both the inevitability and the contingent nature of 
his death. That is why almost every critic immediately recognizes “the miserable reality of 
post-communist Romania” from the very first shot. The light, the furniture, the structure 
of the apartment, the staircase, even the smells (mentioned by other characters and that 
could almost be felt through the screen) have already shown us his destiny. That is the 
structure of (minimalist) realism: even if there had been no chain car accident in the same 
night, Mr. Lăzărescu would still die from his loneliness and alcohol addiction; and only 
in Bucharest can you have a journey that leads to death happen in this particular way: 
where trying five different hospitals seems reasonable and one brutal car accident could 
seemingly throw the the whole health system out of whack.

One can argue that the story of In the Land of Blood and Honey happened in the past, 
it may not be as relevant to reality as Puiu’s film. The refutation is, the space itself should 
carry, and in fact does carry the presentation of the history. Despite what Ms. Jolie wants 
to show in her film, won’t the fact that the two leading characters live in the same com-
munity and the Serbian soldiers come back to kill their former neighbours and friends, 
make it a more powerful tragedy? There are many good examples on how to present the 
past, like Q.E.D (2013) by Andrei Gruzsniczki, Despre oameni şi melci (2012) by Tudor 
Giurgiu, and 4 luni, 3 săptămâni şi 2 zile (2007) by Cristian Mungiu. In these films the 
space of the city implies the direction of the story, as well as the destiny of the characters. 

Cristi Puiu in Aurora
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The analysis above indicates the possibility of space as the “fold” of history and poli-
tics. Back to the title, the big cities in Balkan cinema could be considered as a necessary 
background of Post-Cold War stories, in which there is a certain tendency of ‘dimension-de-
scending history’2. This term suggests that the storyteller and his characters put everything 
back to everyday life and memories to avoid the direct touching of history and politics, 
sometimes they even keep silent because of a so-called ‘unspeakableness’. Another condition is 
when the character is from the younger generation which is “too far away from the history”. 
They may just hear the stories from their family, so they are “free from the burden”. But if 
the filmmakers or the audiences try to open the fold, especially from the space of the big 
cities, they can find a meaningful subtext. A famous example is Lola rennt (1998) by Tom 
Tykwer, in which the route Lola ran through actually crosses the former Berlin Wall, and 
the ‘alternative-paths’ storytelling actually originated from the film Przypadek (1987) by 
Krzysztof Kieslowski. With the intentional arrangement of filmmaker and decoding of the 
audiences, the historical and ideological meaning of this pure entertainment videogame-like 
film could be revealed as “the experiences of life can’t be passed on from others but gained 
by yourself” and “what if communism has a second, even a third chance?”

Berlin is not the only big city with such uniqueness: Bucharest, Sarajevo, Belgrade, 
Sofia… all the big cities could have uniqueness if we link them with their history. The 
moment Felicia told her mother “I don’t regret my decisions, just some of my flaws that 
I can’t fix.” at Otopeni Airport in the film Felicia, înainte de toate, of course she meant 
her leaving Romania right after 1989, and other choices she’s made in her life, but it also 
means, metaphorically, the attitude of her generation, a.k.a. “Decreţeii / Children of the 
decree”, towards the Romanian “Revolution” and the social transformation since 1990. This 
could be considered as a certain style, or the attempt of “restore the dimension-descending 
history”, of Răzvan Rădulescu. Beside Moartea domnului Lăzărescu, one can easily find the 
hint in Boogie (2010), in that film the main characters pass by the villa of Ceauşescu after 
their crazy night; or in Marți, după Crăciun (2010), with an ambiguous clue of the DVD 
of A fost sau n-a fost? (2006), a perspicacious audience may very possibly understand the 
political meaning immediately: the whole film follows, or “restages” the process of the 1989 
“Revolution” with a middle class divorce melodrama, and everything ends at Christmas, 
just like the “Revolution”. Radu Muntean insists this film has no political meaning3, but 
why does the character pick up this specific DVD from the whole shelf of DVDs? And, 
if we check the calendar, the first day after the death of Ceauşescu at Christmas 1989, is 
a Tuesday! So the title really does have a political meaning, as in these examples, the city 
(Neptun, Bucharest) itself completes the political background with its history.

Smrt u Sarajevu (2016) by Danis Tanović is another perfect example for how the film-
maker set a “fold” by the re-politicization of the space in his work. In this theatre-like, 
almost real-time film set in the Olympic hotel, obviously “the legacy of Socialist Yugoslavia” 
(hinted by the Olympic silver dinnerware, also the worker union). Tanović arranged a highly 
concentrated plot to present the history and present (with a very skillful character who has 
the same name as the famous assassin Gavrilo Princip), and in fact made the restoration 
of the dimension-descending history though this structure.
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To sum up, by re-politicizing the space of the big cities, these filmmakers in fact put 
the method which Jean-Luc Godard invented into practice: “not to make political films 
but to make films politically”. This method can also be used by the critics: “to watch and 
analyse films politically”, especially for some commercial films.

(ANTI-)GLOBALIZATION: REMAPPING THE WORLD 
IMAGINATION
Along with the procedure of reformation during the Post-Cold War era, globalization (or 
should we say “Americanization”?) seems to be the main direction, or solution, for Balkan 
countries. A rival tendency may be expressed as “European integration”, or “regionaliza-
tion”. If we check the production and distribution process of films in Balkan countries, 
the latter tendency will become obvious. None of the Balkan countries has a film market 
in which the domestic films can get more than 10% share in recent 20 years. That means 
almost no film can be 100% independent from the financing system, because it is impos-
sible to recover the cost of filmmaking from the domestic distribution, not to mention 
the foreign film market. Furthermore, the domestic financing is very limited for a film, 
which leads to the international co-production, especially with France, Netherlands, or 
Eurimages fund. This system, along with the international film festivals (as pretty much 
the only stage for domestic art-house films), inherently interpellate the co-production 
films turning to have a “universal”, or “global” story, at least the story must have some 
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“Europeanism”. This mechanism should be the basic frame to understand the Post-Cold 
War Eastern European films.

In that sense, the big cities become a universal/global space because they look almost the 
same. We have seen too many stories about the village/small city-big city dual structure, or the 
ubiquitous social problems in the big cities. No need to retell the stories, I just want to point 
out two interesting structure units which can reveal the procedure I suggest in the subtitle 
“remapping the world imagination”: the expatriated children generation, and impeded jour-
ney. In Romanian New Wave films, there is often a son or a daughter living abroad, like Mr. 
Lăzărescu’s daughter, who lived in USA or Canada, or Felicia, who lived in the Netherlands; 
also both of the films feature a journey filled with obstacles, either Mr. Lăzărescu’s journey 
to a cure/death or Felicia’s journey back to the Netherlands. A lot of films tell a story of how 
the children come back to Romania and make the compromise with their parents to some 
extent. The important thing is that the son or daughter usually belongs to the “Decreţeii” 
generation, who spent their childhood and adolescence in their home country, then left the 
country for a better life after the “Revolution”. There are lots of examples, from Occident 
(2002) by Cristian Mungiu, Schimb valutar (2008) by Nicolae Mărgineanu, Francesca (2009) 
by Bobby Păunescu, to Logodnicii din America (2007) by Nicolae Mărgineanu, Medalia 
de onoare (2009) by Călin Peter Netzer, Sunt o babă comunistă (2013) by Stere Gulea and 
Câinele japonez (2013) by Tudor Cristian Jurgiu. A further analysis could be focused on the 
difference between recent Romanian films and former ones is the geographic presentation, 
to see how the presentation of “mobility of the body” changes along with the society (e.g. 
the expression of “outside/ other side of the iron curtain”, takes on the setting of specific 
countries or cities); or on the delicate difference between NCR directors with the former or 
later generation. Here I would like to emphasize the structure: in these films the geography 
expression, in fact the world imagination, already becomes the driving force of the narrative. 
It could also become the entrance of further discussion of ideology analysis.

Commercial films usually have a more transparent expression of the world imagination, 
but we could also find the political subconscious in these texts. In Naşa (2011) by Jesús 
del Cerro and Virgil Nicolaescu, a blonde from America organizes a ‘gang’ to fight against 
local Romanian gangsters, in order to save her Romanian husband. The interesting thing 
is, the whole story is told by two Romanian children, hidden in an abandoned house. The 
exposure of narrative mechanism in fact reveals the imagination of (ordinary) Romanians of 
the world: they imagine themselves and the world via American films. Familiar structures 
can also be found in Nae Caranfil’s films Restul e tăcere (2007) and Closer to the Moon 
(2013). In these three films, Romania or Bucharest no long exists as a location with specific 
historical or political meaning, but as the set of a fully Hollywood-like story. Also we could 
include a bunch of ‘low-budget comedies’ such as Love Building (2013) by Iulia Rugină or 
#Selfie (2014) by Cristina Iacob, or some “low-budget thrillers” such as Vizitatorul (2016) 
by Jamil Hendi; in these films Romania can be identified only by its language. For most 
commercial films, the earth is flat, nothing is different, and there is no need to mention 
the history or the present social context. These include so-called ‘historical films’, in which 
the history can be turned into simple stage scenery.
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In the end of this chapter I will give two examples of non-Romanian films to further 
discuss the issue of political geography. In Eastern Plays (2009) by Kamen Kalev, Sofia 
is a city with social problems like adolescent crime and the rise of extreme nationalism. 
This film in fact shows the “Balkanness” on the Bulgaria-Turkey issue. In the film Kalev 
exhibited the different aspects of the city Sofia through the comparison between the 
suburb and central areas, the days and the nights. Also he made a spatialization of the 
Bulgaria-Turkey issue by conceiving a love story and ending it in Istanbul. Another good 
example is Parada (2011) by Srđan Dragojević. This coproduction film no doubt is a com-
mercial one, not only because it has a universal topic about sexual minorities’ rights and 
anti-discrimination, but also for its obviously cinephile plot referencing American films 
(Ben-Hur and The Magnificent Seven), which together led the film to a typical Hollywood 
structure. This film established a miracle of the “reunion of former Yugoslavia” against 
the homophobic Neo-Nazis, which actually implied social problems such as the rise of 
extreme nationalism or corruption of the police etc. in Serbia. But in this film, Belgrade 
is not a city with political or historical meaning, neither are other cities (they are not even 
recongnizable). The cities are only a synecdoche for the four countries, while the pre-story 
also only stops at the Bosnian War, erasing the socialist history (obviously the friendship 
of the four guys can be traced back to the JNA time), as well as the social transformation 
since the dissolution of Yugoslavia, but it happens to “remap” these countries nowadays. 
It is a perfect example to show the tension between globalization and regionalization, as 
well as the balance between the domestic or regional film market and film festival, and the 
mechanism of Balkan coproduction involved with Western European countries.

Valer Dellakeza and Mimi Brănescu in Sieranevada
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OSTALGIA OR HETEROTOPIA: AN (IMPOSSIBLE) 
ALTERNATIVE
No matter whether you use the word ‘ostalgia’ or ‘eastagia’4, which originates from the 
German word Östalghie, there is indeed a powerful widespread attitude, or feeling structure 
towards the socialist history in the former Eastern-Bloc countries. Ostalgia, or nostalgia 
for the socialist history, not only is a critical reaction to the capitalization or globalization 
procedure since the end of the Cold War, but it is also a subconscious expression of national 
identity, through emphasizing the heterogeneity in the history and present. Ostalgia could 
become a moral judgment when it is combined with social problems, but it never brings any 
solution. In this sense, a heterotopia (usually through a community) could be established 
as a solution in the films, although it never stays stable.

The most typical space of ostalgia is the factory, which is the space connected to the 
former communist way of life. There are two excellent Romanian films about the factory 
in the Post-Cold War Era: Despre oameni şi melci and Sunt o babă comunistă. Especially the 
later, because it virtually explains what is ostalgia – the history as it combines with memory 
–, and because its best part is a film-within-film. This is the moment when Emilia, looking 
straight at the camera at the end of the film, encountered the eyesight of Ceauşescu, both 
in the film and back in 1989, through the ‘restaging’ of the moment which should, but 
never happened (she was supposed to shake hands with Ceauşescu, but the “something” 
happened…). There are two kinds of heterotopia in this film: the closed down but well-pre-
served factory, which Emilia even wanted to reopen with her colleague, and the film within 
the film titled Life During Communism, which restaged the past.

Another kind of such space should be the socialist apartment building, which has often 
been presented as dystopia in a lot of films, because it usually looks depressed, lacking in 
individuality, and is under wiretap and surveillance. In recent films, this kind of building 
starts to become a space with ostalgia, with old parents living in it, and their stories waiting 
to be told. Medalia de onoare is a perfect example showing this kind of building and also 
showing its old inhabitants, who are humble and helpless, but kind-hearted. On the other 
hand, the roof of such buildings somehow becomes a kind of heterotopia space for the 
young people, as in Victoria (2015) by Sebastian Schipper, as well as Visul lui Liviu (2004) 
by Corneliu Porumboiu, Marilena de la P7 (2006) by Cristian Nemescu and Legături 
bolnăvicioase (2006) by Tudor Giurgiu.

A more in-depth analysis could focus on De ce eu? (2015, by Tudor Giurgiu). This political 
film has all kinds of typical living spaces in a city: the socialist apartment building, the newly 
built commercial apartment building and the house, compared with the office building, which 
obviously inherited its function from the socialist era. In fact, the space settings already imply 
the tragedy of the protagonist: even the state apparatus is updating itself (the prosecutor office 
building being decorated), but the new generation with a passion for reforms (the prosecutor 
and his girlfriend moving into a new apartment) is doomed to fail because they can’t get rid 
of the old system, which is the legacy and the debt of the socialist time (the old apartment, 
the house, the old office building…). The film put the institutional corruption of the state 
as a poignant social problem onto the table, and hasn’t come up with a solution.
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That’s why I suggest the alternative choice is somehow impossible. Ostalgia may become 
a critical discourse on capitalization and globalization, but it only remains a discourse, and 
it is fading along with the irreversible and irresistible process of social metabolism. Young 
generations may have difficulties understanding ostalgia, but some of them are trying to 
build a heterotopia space, which is unfortunately destined to be incorporated or interpolated 
by the global capitalism. That is the reason for the heterotopia’s failure in Danis Tanović’s 
Cirkus Columbia (2010), Yorgos Lanthimos’s Alps (2011), and Jasmila Žbanić›s Na putu 
(2011); that is why in Lanthimos’s The Lobster (2015), neither the dystopian hotel, nor the 
counter-dystopian forest can become a heterotopia, and the only way to build a heterotopia 
is blindness and death, which is not love but the powerlessness of love. Luckily, we still 
have hope, like in Parada, if the sacrifice could become a mass mobilization in the name 
of equality; or as in Ministarstvo ljubavi (2016) by Pavo Marinković, once people give up 
the legacy, they may get rid of the debt.

CONCLUSION
Above I have analyzed several of the ways in which big cities are presented in films, based 
on the close reading of texts and on methods of ideological criticism. A further in-depth 
academic piece could be focused on the historical aspect, which I have withheld in this 
article. Also, a synchronized comparison among the films from the different countries 
may bring more insight theories. What I want to emphasize is the fact that mechanism 
of film production is a process of multi-party interaction: a filmmaker could be both an 
idealistically-minded artist and a shrewd opportunist at the same time; the international 
film festival could have double standards on art and politics at the same time. So an effec-
tive way is coming back to the film text and its social and historical background, trying to 
decode, to open the fold. We still have alternatives in the films.
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Abstract 
Looking back to the dawn of mankind, contemplating our known or even conjectural 
(assumed) history1, one sees that the Darwinian approach only seems to be able to 
explain how culture pervades human lives. Consequently our species cannot be pictured 
to exist without culture that allowed us to extend our boundaries on planet Earth, 
making humans so distinctive from any other primate. A bird’s-eye view, the theory of 
evolution explains species as they are by adaptation thus intrinsically explaining the 
diversity within. Darwinian processes are identified to shape us biologically and lately 
show us important similarities between culture as a whole and evolutionary biology. This 
paper intends to open a modest window allowing to peruse and argue about the role of 
narratives among cultural universals as well as among cultural relativism philosophical 
approach, in making us different from any other species, but has no intention of 
participating in the debate between relativism and universalism. On the contrary, this 
preliminary study explores some of the issues about how human universals relate to 
human nature and culture, sublimated in values unanimously accepted even in colliding 
cultures. In this light narratives are regarded as a report on someone’s achievements 
narrated by a witness or even by the one who contrive the achievements and thus we 
have to scrutinize the horizons of narrativity for the hero. There are many aspects and 
many approaches to this vast field but as for this paper we will only pass by a century of 
evolutionary psychology concentrating on the evidence that the hero is a unique model 
in human culture, an altruist in an ocean of selfishness, one of the first marks on the (what 
was called for a millennium) tabula rasa, our mind. 
 
Keywords 
narratives, hero, evolutionary biology, relativism and universalism, unique model, 
consciousness.

W e do know almost without doubt how life emerged on Earth, a biogenesis 
set of theories is a sufficient scientific effort to answer that. Evidence sug-
gest that the process we call biopoiesis came to an end at least 3.5 million 

years ago when bacteria came to life. That is an arguable statement as many hypotheses 
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have been formulated, but even if there is and there will be no consensus in the scientific 
community, the Miller exobiology experiment2, immune to doubt and compromise, forged 
forever the scientific view on the origin of life. Organic matter from inorganic matter, order 
and chaos, creationism, determinism, deism, the empiricism of every day life applications 
of the second law of thermodynamics3 and above them all, evolution: entropy and the 
negentropy on which life feeds4.

As in this paper, we will not argue about the Beginnings of Life on Earth per se, let the 
vast field of biology, physics and chemistry do so under a philosophical umbrella, we do 
make use of Gaia Theory hypothesizing that living organisms and inorganic surroundings 
have evolved together forming a single living system, only to establish a starting point from 
where the evolution begins.

Here is an outline scratching the surface of life evolution on Earth, in the beginning a 
small ball of fire gravitationally purloined from a gigantic at cosmic scale, Nebula. Almost 
a billion of years of cosmic radiation, innumerable collisions with other celestial bodies, 
shaken by volcanic eruptions, the cooling ball of fire comes to a relatively calm when the 
cradle of life, in fact the primordial soup, was concocted on the hardened surface of the 
planet. In the endmost years of this billion period, the Earth is hunted by catastrophical 
events that strain, stir and shake the liquid of life so prokaryotes, the first organized forms 
of life come into timeline 3.6 billion years ago. A long 2.6 billion years period is spent on 
learning photosynthesis and leaping in the future toward us we mark 400 millions years 
ago the moment of evolution to the first animals. Fish, proto-amphibians, plants, seeds, 
breed in the primordial soup then on the virgin ground of the new territories as oceans 
retreat. Amphibian transform into reptiles, mammals, birds, flowers and proximately 60 
millions years ago into Primates and after another 40 millions years into Hominidae. 
What about us? We will mark arguably on the time line of life on Earth, a planet with no 
name yet, that we are anatomically born only 200,000 years ago as the result of a cosmic 
long process of evolution and selection. Nature is not infallible and over those billions 
of years procreated multitudinous forms of life, of witch unsuccessful ones, incapable to 
adapt and breed, are today the material proof of the timeline alluded above, thus there is 
hardly any doubt that the outcome of evolution, a impersonal immense long process of 
genetic modification affected by innumerable changes of environment is the diversity of 
life on earth as we know it today.

But even if one praises that this is what evolution did to our material world and assents 
to the timeline I sketched, one should ask a simple, genuine question: when in this sump-
tuous history of life on Earth did moral codes take shape? As this paper focusses on the 
role of the Hero, for the sake of the argument I will choose to assimilate the Hero with a 
very simple if not rudimental moral code, pretending for now that I have no knowledge 
of the prestigious work of Edward O. Wilson5. Therefore I will boldly assume that moral 
codes are somehow impregnated in every narration or to be more precise regarding the 
locution, on every report of Hero achievements, if one regards it as a profound quality of 
the hero and thus the starting point of a ethical code, where the kernel of it is a matter 
that may be surmised empirically or not to be surmised at all.
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The premises on the following debate starts with the fact that the rejection of religious 
dogma makes me a deist and from this point of view I admit that this position entitled 
me to consider that morals and ethical codes may be, astoundingly, established before 
humans arise in Africa as replacement theory holds. Notwithstanding this point of view, 
the idea of a biological God is as far as it could be from the core of this paper and from me, 
consequently I am not suggesting in any way that there is a Divine intervention in human 
affairs. The assumption even if bold is simple, but the approach is complicated while vast 
and apparently divergent fields of research and scientific discoveries have to interconnect 
and interact in my quest to prove the relevant yet paradoxical role of the Hero in the history 
of mankind and thus I need to establish a terra firm for this exploration toward a priori 
morals and the representation of the ethical codes in narratives by the Hero.

The route to accomplish this quest is not without dangers of great proportions, the most 
terrifying one being to get lost as I am not traveling the territories so exhaustively charted 
by Carl Jung and Joseph Campbell but a newfound land. In their area of dreamscapes and 
medieval heroes one could easily get guidance seeing the paramount peak where the first 
is emphasizing the mythological forces working within the individual to shape personality 
and the second, buildings on that concept of the collective unconscious, encompass all 
the world’s mythologies. On their maps the archetypes are precursors to the conscious 
thought not invented but sublimated from the world of art, literature and religion, where 
the hero is the ideal toward which the humans aspire in their need to grow and mature. 
Nonetheless I am not omitting their mansonry of cornerstones indicating the direction 
toward the collective “dream” of mankind, to the “song of the universe”6, the mythology 
as Joseph Campbell identify it, a common search for meaning through the ages. No, but 
there is little or no more to be charted in their territories and after all I am not looking 
for a place in the world of human culture but beyond the culture commons, I am looking 
for a place in time, possible even before the time, close to the concept of “nostalgia for the 
primordial”7 or for “the beginning of all things”8.

Accordingly but nonetheless surprising the first step of this journey is set in the con-
troversial field of the game theory, a study of behavioral relationships between organisms 
as they interact. Beginning with the work of the mathematician and philosopher Gottfried 
Leibniz in 17th century, followed through to modern day by contributors as Thomas 
Hobbes, David Hume, Jean Jacques Rousseau, Adam Smith and pure mathematicians as 
Ernst Zermelo, Emile Borel, mathematical analyses of game-theoretic problems provide us 
with a glimpse of the utility of this field of studies.Von Neumann and Morgenstern works9 
extend the concept of game theory and mostly the use of it in economics scrutinizing what 
happens when two or more decision makers interact. Another cornerstone toward game 
theory use in analyzing social behavior is the osmosis with evolutionism, the field in which 
I argue about hero ancestral morals. In 1973 the British theoretical evolutionary biologist 
and geneticist John Maynard Smith together with the mathematician G. R. Prince wrote 
a seminal article that introduced the concept of evolutionary stability10 and defines it as a 
property of mixed strategies in a finite two-player games. In 1982 he surmises the concept 
in “Evolution and the Theory of Games”11 a today classic, when the idea of using game 
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theory to explain behavior of organisms does not surprise anymore thus the concept of 
strategy, equilibrium and agent interaction are vastly accepted in scientific community and 
are a matter of the utmost importance in understanding human behavior. Fundamentally 
the theory enshrined the human strategic behavior idealizing decision making relying on 
the assumption that the Darwinian process of natural selection leads to the optimization 
of reproduction rate.

I reiterate the idea that at the time the book was published, biologists had little interest in 
game theory but nowadays the concept of an evolutionary stable strategy has been adopted 
in the profound way of thinking modern biology. However, even if it seems far-fetched 
here, this is the right point where I have to elucidate that even if the concept have been 
integrated by ways of mathematical thinking in the vast field of non-cooperative game 
theory, the game models in biology and the game models in economy and social sciences 
are fundamentally different. This is of great importance for the conclusion of this paper and 
toward understanding why I call the hero a perennial paradox. Evaluating this issue, I come 
to understand that evidence justifies the introduction of a new concept, the “payoffs” in 
biological games, a measure of reproductive success or fitness. Therefore, the game awards 
the player with a better strategy for reproduction or replicate even if the consequence is 
the elimination of as many opponents as one could in the same species. Regarding game 
theory in this way, it is evident that biological altruism is not to be considered useful 
behavior in the reproduction game, the ultimate goal of an organism. Altruistic behavior 
at individual level will never pay off as selfish individuals will reproduce in larger numbers 
thus behaving altruistically is disadvantageous for the individual organism itself. I will 
consistently reiterate this assertion when reaching the conclusion of this paper.

For now, completing the first task of my quest, I make use of another fundamental 
contribution toward game theory, a problem coined by Merrill Flood and Melvin Dresher. 
While working from in 1950 for RAND they framed for the first time what today is known 
as “prisoner’s dilemma”. The name was given by Albert W. Tucker which also formalized 
the paradoxical problem of cooperation and betrayal substantiation why two individuals 
choose not to cooperate and to assume an egoistic attitude even if it would clearly have been 
better if they had cooperated. The name of the problem came from the fact that Tucker 
envisioned the game in a prison situation. Two malefactors are arrested for committing a 
crime and locked in separate cells waiting for morning when they will be presented before 
a judge. Being in separate cells the accomplices cannot speak or communicate in anyway. 
As the police have no sufficient evidence they ask individually each of the prisoners to 
confess. Of course that the members of the gang did not and so they are facing a new deal, 
a last one, a deal they simply couldn’t refuse. Each of them is told that if he betrays the 
other and sign a testimony for the judge, he will not go to prison and nobody will know 
about that. I emphasize that the criminals cannot communicate to coordinate their actions. 
The catch is that freedom or how many years to spend in prison depend not just on what 
one prisoner decide (which both know), but on the other prisoner decision (which none 
of them knows). Since there are two option for each of the two prisoners, there are four 
possible outcomes.
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Outcome I. Mutual Cooperation – They choose to cooperate and remain silent. This 
is “Reward for mutual cooperation” and they go to prison for only for one year. 

Outcome II. Mututal Defection – They choose to betray one another. This is  
“Punishment for mutual defection” and the punishment is two years in prison.

Outcome III. I Defect You Cooperate (symmetrical with outcome IV) – First  pris-
oner defects and betrays and he is rewarded freedom while the other (the Sucker) gets  
three years in prison. This is called “Temptation to defect”. 

Outcome IV. I Cooperate You Defect – First prisoner cooperates and remains silent, 
second prisoner defects. The Sucker gets three years in prison and the defector goes free. 

It is obvious that the only strategy that pays off is betrayal. No matter what the other 
does, betraying assures a minimum sentence. This is a perfect example of non-zero sum 
game where both players choosing betrayal establish a Nash12 equilibrium and this is again a 
perfect example of why altruistic behavior is to be avoided: the selfish decision seeming the 
only profitable path for the delinquents. Cooperation and betrayal, altruist or selfishness. 

For a profound understanding of the concept of natural selfishness, one certainly 
should utilize the fundamental contribution toward application of game theory, the work 
of Robert Axelrod, a political scientist and W. D. Hamilton13 a evolutionary biologist. 
I emphasize the qualification of the two authors: a political scientist and a evolutionary 
biologist, to reiterate that the goal of this paper can be obtained only by using a vast body 
of documentation in apparently disjunct fields of sciences. At this juncture I will scantily 
say that Robert Axelrod had the idea of organizing a tournament where different strategies 
competed in the prisoner dilemma game. This time the game is played with a “Banker” 
who is fining or rewarding the payers. Each player has two cards, one with the value of 
cooperation and the other one with the value of defection, with which they play against 
at the same time. Only the banker knows what card each of the players plays. Mutual 
Cooperation is rewarded with $300, punishment for mutual defection is a $10 fine from 
the banker and in the last two mirrored outcomes, the banker rewards $500 for the defector 
and a $100 fine for the sucker. 

I deliberately postpone describing the solution as the significance of the outcome from 
this tournament of strategies will come into place at the conclusion of this paper when 
all the roads will come congruent toward the, what I call, the hero paradox. Hitherto in 
the uncurling path toward understanding the hero existence this is the time and place to 
meet the selfish gene concept and the work on extended phenotype as well as the memes 
world and their parent: dr. Richard Dawkins. In a seminal contribution toward today 
sociobiology he envisioned evolution on a different scale as anyone else not analyzing the 
evolution of organism but the evolution of genes.

For the distinguished etiologist this unit is the core of evolution and one should be 
looking for their destiny as humans and all others organisms are precisely just temporary 
vehicles or carriers of the immortal gene, the ultimate replicators. In this light he envisions 
a timeline where, without thinking or purpose, the genes perpetuate instinctively estab-
lishing the path of evolution from the primordial soup to what we are today. In this genes 
world, counting and passing through the field of ethology to sociobiology and evolutionary 
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psychology, selfishness is the fundamental status for their perpetual survival in the fog of 
indefinite time. In his book “The Selfish Gene”, Dr. Dawkins arrives at a joint point with 
game theory explaining his point of view about evolutionary stable strategy, a strong hold 
in my argument about the role of selfishness in the living world. But before upholding 
his point of view I fell obliged to assert that his own strategy in writing the book has been 
criticized for anthropomorphic personification of genes, and of organisms. I will not argue 
about that here, as I am not a ethologist or even near the vast field of biology, but I will 
accept it as an artist that argues empirically about his craft and perhaps art in the (again) 
vast field of narratives.

This is why I state that personification is in this instance an artistic way of understand-
ing selfishness and altruistic behavior as we abstract from this excerpt: “… our genes have 
survived, in some cases for millions of years, in a highly competitive world. This entitles 
us to expect certain qualities in our genes. I shall argue that a predominant quality to 
be expected in a successful gene is ruthless selfishness. This gene selfishness will usually 
give rise to selfishness in individual behavior. However, as we shall see, there are special 
circumstances in which a gene can achieve its own selfish goals best by fostering a limited 
form of altruism at the level of individual animals. ‘Special’ and ‘limited’ are important 
words in the last sentence. Much as we might wish to believe otherwise, universal love and 
the welfare of the species as a whole are concepts that simply do not make evolutionary 
sense.”14. This is a starting point for Dr. Dawkins book, but for my vision and for the 
argument of this paper, the important words are “ruthless selfishness” and “predominant 
quality” and I will explain it at the proper time. His uncommon view of the genes universe 
is nourishing “The Extended Phenotype”15 where the above assumption is the ground on 
which he establishes the concept of phenotype genotype melting pot, as an interaction 
between genes and outside world, the phenomena he baptized extended phenotype. Basically, 
dr. Dawkins Dawkins argues that genes can express themselves outside the bodies of the 
organisms that carry them and for that he is using 3 main examples that lead him to 3 
ways to the extended phenotype principles:
1.  Beaver construction of dams where he proves that a genetic mutation in one individual 

could shape the outside world (the dam – a phenotypic change).
2.  Parasites altering the behavior of their hosts are a perfect example of translating from 

phenotypes which are produced by several bodies to phenotypes in other bodies.
3.  The battlefield of overlapping powers exerted by replicators (genes) over each other 

and over the vehicles which they construct to carry themselves into future generation, 
fundamentally affect organic world and in its appurtenances extending their influ-
ent-ion at immense distances in both space and time.

No more details are needed to focus on the gene authority over the outside world and 
on the evolutionary role the extended phenotype plays passing traits on to the next genera-
tion. “An animal’s behavior tends to maximize the survival of the genes “for” that behavior, 
whether or not those genes happen to be in the body of the particular animal performing 
it.”16 Even if this occurrence emphasizes on a single aspect of the evolutionary feedback 
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from niche construction, it is evidently why I underline the concept of ruthless selfishness 
as a predominant quality. Selfishness and evolution are closely related one ascertains scru-
tinizing the down of mankind, and even if genes have no plan or consciousness of their 
evolution or even a strategy otherwise that to replicate themselves to immortality is this 
process tantamount with the process of sexually reproduction of their carriers? Dawkins 
states boldly17 that carriers which replicate themselves sexually are not important, the only 
replicator that counts being the genes. He even argue about the role of sexual diseases as 
a maneuver of genes in the reproduction game. There is a huge debate over this subject 
as well as on the Darwinian legacy, evolution and natural selection per se, but I have to 
take sides, and for the argument of this paper I will state contently that Richard Dawkins 
is the way I had to come along toward understanding hero altruistic behavior in a selfish 
world of genes and their carriers.

Beside this core of selfishness, there is cooperation, but this is a glimpse of light the 
evolutionary world of living creature experiment without consciousness as we live above 
all, a short life, which is not sufficient to elevate us to the this paramount point of view. 
This is why, without neglecting group selectionism, I adopt the position of the Romanian 
mathematician Corina Tarnita that showed by applying her knowledge of mathematics to 
study evolution and evolutionary dynamics that mathematics behind kin selection could 
be wrong.

But unquestionably none of the above would have been cogitable without Charles 
Darwin, and I need not to emphasize his work and contribution toward understanding 
our life, therefore I quote his envision about the coming to the kernel of evolution: “It is 
extremely doubtful whether the offspring of the more sympathetic and benevolent parents, 
or of those which were the most faithful to their comrades, would be reared in greater 
number than the children of selfish and treacherous parents of the same tribe. He who was 
ready to sacrifice his life, as many a savage has been, rather than betray his comrades, would 
often leave no offspring to inherit his noble nature. The bravest men, who were always 
willing to come to the front in war, and who freely risked their lives for others, would on 
an average perish in larger number than other men. Therefore it seems scarcely possible 
(bearing in mind that we are not here speaking of one tribe being victorious over another) 
that the number of men gifted with such virtues, or that the standard of their excellence, 
could be increased through natural selection, that is, by the survival of the fittest.”18 A 
debate per se, the final words of this paragraph disturb the scientific world since then. The 
“survival the fittest” argue in unmeasurable ways from papers, books, conferences, seminars 
and in fields as disjunct as clerical and scientifically, philosophical and biological, but still 
to be argued. As a modest follower of monumental works of Charles Darwin I feel I have 
the obligation to pay tribute explaining what that term suggests to me. First, the term 
was proposed to the author of the “Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex.” by 
Herbert Spencer. He coined the term enthralled by Darwinian concept of natural selection: 
“This survival of the fittest, which I have here sought to express in mechanical terms, is 
that which Mr. Darwin has called “natural selection, or the preservation of favored races in 
the struggle for life”.19 Herbert Spencer’s contribution to the world of science was of great 
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importance as he makes use, for the first time, of the natural selection principles in the 
economical life, thus into society. This stunned the scientific world and using a nowaday 
term propagate viral into social consciousness.

Misinterpretation were inherent and soon the principles expressed in that term were 
used as an excuse for all kind of abuses. From economical welfare to racism, envisioning the 
society as a war zone were rules are only to be broken, a fundamental wrong understanding 
of the work and the genius of Charles Darwin dominate the end of the century. Even 
so, the way he formulated20 led to little confusion or doubt about the selfishness of the 
fittest. No remorse, no plan, Richard Dawkins’ replicators simplified the view of humanity 
of carriers. Genes pools from where replicator inseminate our characters? Possible. If so, 
why is the hero totally on the wrong21 side in the war of attrition led for survival from the 
down of mankind?

Not many stones are to be masoned to the foundation of this paper to set a “terra 
firma” for my next step from where to stand and express my opinion on this matter and 
scrutinize the altruism of the hero from abstract time to our modern days and the paradox 
of his perpetual survival even if, and here I make an assumption way ahead the proper 
time, no hero produced other heroes.

On one hand we have proved beyond reasonable doubt the selfishness character of nat-
ural selection, thus the prisoner dilemma seems to be only o fable, and on the other hand 
we have morals and human universals. The debate is that human nature and morals seems 
irreconcilable. Edward O. Wilson asked a trenchant question to make things even more 
complicated: what if morals, he calls “moral absolutes”, are not invented by society for her 
benefit but they are expressed to us by a God, and conclude that this provoking problem 
which engaged the most illuminated minds for century is about to have hardly any choices of 
interpretation as natural sciences are interfering with the field of philosophy and psychology 
in the social biology creuzet22. Later, he summarizes the debate on the origin of ethics asking 
if ethics such as justice and human rights are independent of human experience. Thus, the 
principles have to be created a priori by an entity above humans. As I already mentioned 
when arguing about the beginning of life on Earth, I adhere to the initial spark theory, even 
Darwin thought of it23 and this possible choice lead us, humans, to question the authority 
of religion as we do have only two alternatives: the tablets are chiseled for us or we chiseled 
the tablets. Ultimately all we have to do is to accept the evidence of the darkness surround-
ing us humans, and answer to only one but troublesome question: who holds the chisel?

Slate stone, tabula rasa, is this where the chisel worked at the beginning? Steven Pinker24, 
arguing against tabula rasa models of the social sciences, taking sides boldly in “nature vs 
nurture” debate, enunciates that humans as social acting factors are shaped by evolutionary 
psychological adaptation. With a sole statement the author denies empiricism, romanticism 
and Plato’s dualist vision of the mankind. To solve the puzzle of mind-body problem and 
the relationship between these two sets of properties, an ontological vast field of debate 
from the down of philosophy to our modern times, was unthinkable not many years ago, 
but the book published in 2002 troubled the world of science not by denying materialist 
views from where Pinker abstract only parts of computational theory of mind, which were 
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suffice, but by questioning the “ab initio moral problem”. Even if the author is criticized 
for strawman fallacy argumentation style25 and prize by others26, his debate is still on the 
air and his book is challenging the scientific community by arguing about the history of 
extremism generated by the assumption that human mind is a blank slate ulteriori shaped 
(entirely) by the environment, thus being the cradle for persecutions or, though it may 
seem strange, mass murder27. Even if I am an deist inclined towards empiricism I do not 
take sides, I am only a mason laying stones; but this is it, or better, hoc est, to emphasize 
the thinking of generation of great thinkers laid on this foundation. Acknowledging the 
work of Steven Pinker I have the last slate stone, for now, to add the finishing touch to the 
terrace of the, otherwise unfinished, but sufficient edifice from where to scrutinize the world 
for the hero. I am, of course, not so presumptuous as to compare the present modest work 
with the masterpiece of a great biologist, nor with great works of illustrious psychologists 
and philosophers or all other great achievements of science laid to the foundation of the 
tower which this paper is, I assume that this is simply a work of unabashed advocacy for 
the unfitness of paradoxically everlasting hero.

Where to look for? Unquestionably to the horizon, thus first I have to sketch the hero 
portrait as seen from far, then I have to approach to see and discern details and perhaps to 
understand his solitary life, his loneliness and his short and dramatic destiny, exhausted 
in a Darwinian world that make his life improbable. But am I genuinely looking for the 
hero? Am I using “scrutinize” as a rhetorically accurate verb to extrapolate the kind of 
action I assume to take scrutinizing?

I ask myself this questions rhetorically because I, as all other humans, see what I know, I 
see what I expect to see; visual cognition being limited by the reduced capacity of the brain 
to process ambiguous stimuli entering the visual system, the visual information. Scientists 
are dividing the process in two mechanisms: one is motivational relevance or attention 
and the other is expectations that limit visual interpretation on the basis of experience or 
prior likelihood. I would not argue about this issue but I will use the second mechanisms 
assertion to validate the action I am performing. To distinguish hero’s silhouette from 
the height of the edifice’s first terrace, I have to be perceptive and cautious as the process 
I initiate opens on to a conclusion reached on the basis of evidence and reasoning. In 
mathematics, and I need no Procrustes analysis to enunciate that I have no affinity with 
this formal science, only a homeomorphic empirical relation, perception is regarded as a 
Bayesian inference and there is a right set of mathematical circumstances to make one’s 
vision practically unambiguous through de-noising the process. I need no more to infer 
that my vision is using biases with foreknowledge about what is probable or just possible. 
While the process of neural representation during visual perception is yet unknown, the 
mechanism itself is indubitable, therefore I restrain myself to establish that I see what I 
learned through my empirical experiences. Moreover, the process of completing information 
to understand what we see, even if there is no strenuous condition as I have in this paper, 
is the only path to complete the action. 

This is where I am, standing on the circular terrace of the tower contrived so diligent, 
looking for the hero. First, the nebulosity is restraining my vision: is the edifice high enough? 
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Perusing back to the ground I see the slab of stones, the foundation and I consider that 
this is the right place to be, high enough to perceive the horizon, even thought that the 
tower is still unfinished. Gradually I become aware of the contrive circular edifice, so round 
and round I go, circling the terrace and soon I begin to see things in the faraway horizon. 
Not wanting to return at the topological model of vision process, but paradoxically using 
geometry, I soon understand that the shape is of no use in the quest to identify the hero. All 
shapes I see could or could not be the shape of a hero because I assume that stature does not 
suffice to identify him. Consequently I have to take action, to come closer, but even using 
a powerful optical instrument capable to render a three dimensional body, detailed in full 
color, is futile. Maybe I have to go back to the ground, but no, this is questionable, higher I 
am, more I see. Cautious circumvent cognitive biases, I tour the terrace recognizing shapes, 
figures, even faces, details all seen before. I need no great focus for that, this is a familiar 
populated world in which I am living thought, but no trace of the hero. Remembering that 
vision is the perceptive process to understand empirically physical world, I comprehend 
I need to reassess my bias and soon, changing my point of view I see other towers, that 
is because I am not looking anymore to were people live, like Zeus from the Olympus 
mountain, but to the worlds of Zeuses and suddenly I perceive the world of culture, and 
remember the beginning of the paper, were there is that stone I use as one of the first in the 
foundation of the tower were I am now, I remember how culture pervades humans’ life but 
I see no hero yet. The foundation is the starting point therefore indubitable if I am to look 
for the hero I have to search him in the world of Gods, in the world of religion and in the 
world of culture as we live in it now. I will not argue about which came first, the religion 
or the values and ideals, customs, and social behavior of a particular people or society, that 
defining the culture, because there is no such a think. Culture same as religion is genuinely 
cultures as there are religions not a religion. Ancient Greek people has Greek Gods and they 
know them in disguise or not as Greeks, Mesopotamian has the Mesopotamian God and 
Hebrews combine all of them into Yahweh. But there is no image allowed, biblical prohibit 
even Moses in the burning bush to look at His Face or to speak His true name, He who is 
He and for centuries the rule remain intact for Jews, Christians and Muslims. In this God 
world I will not have significant data to identify a hero. I have to go back to the Sumer and 
there I see that the Sumerian Gods share the same pool of genes with Gilgamesh and thus 
locating a certified hero, I have the evidence I need to consequently pursue the world of 
Gods if I am to look for the hero. One after one: Oedipus, Theseus, Romulus, Heracles, 
Perseus, Jason, Bellerophon, Pelops, Asclepios, Dionysos, Apollo, Zeus, Joseph, Moses, 
Elijah, Watu Gunung, Nyikang, Sigurd or Siegfried, Llew Llawgyffes, Arthur, and Robin 
Hood all of them were scores different on the 22 scale imagined by FitzRoy Somerset, 4th 
Baron Raglan28 qualifying as heroes, but non of this is helping me anymore. Confused 
and dazed I look back to the foundation trying to understand what have all this legendary 
figures in common with contemporary heroes and then I see why I am confused: heroes 
and celebrities are confusing today world. Again looking back I understand that if I am to 
identify the hero I have not to look not even at Gilgamesh but even further and suddenly 
I see that the only way to identify the hero is to look for his altruistic behavior. 
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The hero is the one who, toward the important goal of achieving the equilibrium, 
behave altruistically. Therefore, as we inspect the stones of my tower I see that hero is no 
keen with the selfish world of genes and he seems to ignore the prisoner dilemma or the 
extended phenotype model. He relates only with true evolutionary morals epic, and so I 
got to ask again, as dr. Edward O. Wilson asked about the biological basis of morality: do 
we invent the hero or the hero invented us. 

Acording to evolution hero has no chances to breed and so we see it is, history have no 
record of a bred hero therefore this species will come extinct. Again this is not true, we do 
have, among selfish world of celebrities, heroes contradicting the prisoner dilemma as they 
behave altruistically no matter what. Can this be explained? I think so. When founding 
the tower with the work of Robert Axelrod29 I declared that in the end of this paper I will 
use the assertion made on page 3 and argue that the outcome from the prisoner dilemma 
tournament will come at the conclusion of this paper when all the roads will come congruent 
toward the, what I call, hero paradox. Accordingly to Axelrod analyses of all competing 
strategies played in the tournament of prisoner dilemma game, there is only one way to 
win, and this is the algorithm resulting following altruistic behavior in the strategy of 
indefinitely reiterated prisoner dilemma game. The terms that conceptualize the theory: 
Robustness, Stability, Initial Viability resume to the Tit for Tat strategy. 

I would not dare to exemplify this strategy with the mathematical representation as 
Axelrod and Hamilton did but I still wonder how the hero knew all this, how he knew 
about that indefinitely reiteration of the selfishness will eventually lead to humans morals 
as from his short life he could not contemplate the Daisyworld of tomorrow.
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Abstract 
It is the intention of this article to underline the similarities and the links between 
Greek tragedy and Cristian Mungiu’s screenplays, from the perspective of plot 
structure and its intentional purpose (the effect the film has on the spectator). The 
article will analyse Mungiu’s film scripts by applying the concepts of action, decision 
making, choice and ethics of action as they are outlined in Aristotel’s works The 
Poetics and Nicomahic Ethics, in order to identify common structures and traits. 
 
Keywords 
action, choice, decision, learning model, plot, tragedy, screenplay, Aristotle, Cristian 
Mungiu

T his article wants to demonstrate that Cristian Mungiu’s screenplays are constructed 
as paradigms for choice and decision, as they are defined by Aristotle in the The 
Poetics. The main character is caught up in a dramatic situation which compels 

her/him to make a decision and act upon it accordingly, in order to get out of the coercive 
situation. In adopting the plot structure of a Greek tragedy, and keeping an open end of 
the film’s plot, the screenwriter Cristian Mungiu is guided by a didactic and an ethical 
(not moralizing) purpose. He places the spectator in the position of an empathic, yet lucid 
witness, who should debate, at the end of the film, the moral and ethical aspects of the 
characters’ decisions, choices and actions. The films chosen for this comparative analysis 
are: 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (4 luni, 3 săptămâni și 2 zile, 2007), Beyond the Hills 
(După dealuri, 2012) and Graduation (Bacalaureat, 2016).
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PROLEGOMENA
The Greek theatre at the end of the sixth century BC was contemporary with the birth 
and the exercise of democracy in the Athenian polis, a new form of government which 
was fundamentally different from those of the ancient world. The representatives of the 
demos who were members of the ecclesia1 were responsible for taking decisions for the entire 
population of Athens and its two annual meetings took place in the Theatre of Dionysus2.

To function, democracy needed citizens trained in the art of making decisions, and the 
tragic representations with Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ plays in the same Theatre of Dionysus 
were written also with the intention of providing a ‘training camp’ for this process. 

Constructed as learning models, tragic performances represented virtual spaces where 
the viewer (the spectator) could analyse and understand the mechanism of decision making 
and, most importantly, its consequences. They were designed to trigger a reflection process 
in the spectator. What decisions he/she would have made if confronted with a similar sit-
uation? A tragedy performance can thus be seen as a ‘learning by doing paradigm’, made 
possible by the spectator’s empathic link with the protagonist. 

TRAGIC SITUATION AS THE TRIGGER FOR HERO’S 
DECISION AND CHOICE 
The tragic situation is defined as the coercing dramatic situation which compels the hero 
to deliberate and choose. The decision cannot be avoided. The tragic hero has to decide, 
even if he/she is afraid and tries to avoid it, such as Orestes, for example. In Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia, the hero is compelled by the unwritten laws of the community to revenge his 
father by killing his murderer, who is Orestes’ mother, Clytemnestra. The play’s plot fol-
lows Orestes’ hesitations to fulfil the deed. Cornered by the tragic situation in which he 
is caught up, he invokes Apollo as the god who ordered him to do it, in a desperate try to 
avoid the consequences of parricide.

In Sophocles’ Antigone, the protagonist is forced to choose between the burial of 
her brother, Polinikes (considered a traitor, who fought against his own country), thus 
committing an act of disobedience punished by Creon, the ruler of Thebes, with a death 
sentence, or leaving the corps of her beloved brother to be eaten by vultures, thus disobeying 
the sacred law given by the Gods, which grants the right for burial to any human being, 
disregarding his/her actions. Antigone’s moral dilemma is set in the context of a coercing 
dramatic situation: the death of her brother has an element of urgency; her decision is made 
in a Thebes which is at war, in a force majeure situation and any citizen who disobeys the 
martial law might put at risk the country’s entire population. Disobedience is not a good 
example for a population which has to be united in the face of the enemy who wants to 
strip Creon off his crown.

Cristian Mungiu’s scripts place the protagonist in a dramatic situation which compels 
him/her to act, outlined from the very beginning of the film. In 4 Months, 3 Weeks and 
2 Days (4 luni, 3 săptămâni și 2 zile, 2007) the plot’s framework is similar with the one 
in Sophocles’ Antigone. Ceausescu’s Romania and Creon’s Thebes are ruled with an iron 
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fist, and the rule of law functions as a straitjacket for the citizens trapped within a high-
walled prison. Abortions are forbidden under the communist dictatorship, and doctors 
who perform it and are caught red-handed are sentenced to jail. In this larger framework, 
Mungiu sets up the dramatic situation which obliges the main characters to make a deci-
sion and act on it as soon as possible: Otilia’s friend, Gabi, is pregnant and she doesn’t 
want to keep the baby; she decides to make an abortion, decision which carries a high-risk 
factor – the foetus is 4 months, 3 weeks and 2 days old, and an abortion in such a late 
development stage of the intra-uterus life is endangering the young mother’s life. Besides 
this, the abortion is performed by Mr. Bebe in a clandestine location (a hotel room), and 
not in a hospital. Mungiu’s choice of the physical space functions as another coercive tool 
in the construction of the dramatic situation.

The script of Beyond the Hills (După dealuri, 2012) is based on two books written by 
journalist Tatiana Niculescu-Bran3 investigating a real case of exorcism within a Romanian 
Orthodox monastery, which had tragic consequences: the death of a young woman. 

The films’main characters, Voichița and Alina, have lived all their lives in an orphan-
age – a place where decisions were made by others. According to the Romanian law for 
institutionalised children, the orphanage provides them shelter and a home only until their 
18th birthday, when they have to leave the orphanage and start a life for themselves in the 
‘outside’ world. Institutionalised children are thus forced to choose and make a decision 
on how to continue their life, even if they are not ready, yet, for this. Voichița is partially 
avoiding a radical decision, by choosing a monastery as her new ‘home’– an equivalent 
place to orphanage, where rules are imposed from outside and decisions are made by those 

4 Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days (4 luni, 3 săptămâni și 2 zile, 2007)
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in charge. The monk who shepherds the nuns and the mother superior are called ‘daddy’ 
and ‘mommy’. At the other end of the spectrum, her friend Alina, who was Voichița’s 
family in the orphanage, chooses to leave Romania and go to Germany in search of a job 
that will change her living standards. Unlike Voichița, she is courageous and is not afraid 
of the consequences of her decisions.

In Graduation (Bacalaureat, 2016) an accident which leads to a broken arm puts a 
high-school student in the impossibility to write at the baccalaureate exam. The gradua-
tion exam is compromised and along with it the possibility to get a scholarship from an 
UK university. This goal is made clear from the very beginning of the film, thus setting 
the horizon of expectations for the student’s performance in the baccalaureate exam. The 
teenager has to decide whether she will attend the exam with a broken arm, and being 
in the impossibility to properly write, accept a fraud proposition which will secure her 
the high grades needed for attending the UK university, or not to attend the exam at all 
and thus lose the scholarship and give up a future in the UK. Instrumental for creating 
the dramatic situation is her father, Romeo, who insists his daughter should attend the 
graduation exam despite her broken arm.

ACTION, THE BACKBONE OF THE PLOT’S STRUCTURE.
Aristotle’s view on Greek tragedy revolves around the concept of action seen as the core, the 
essence of tragedy and also as the aim of man’s life, which, in his view, is the completion 
of actions started with a purpose (praxis). 

In Chapter VI of The Poetics, which outlines the definition of tragedy, Aristotle analy-
ses dramatic action in comparison with the character (ethos) of the tragic hero. Tragedy is 
about what the hero does, not about his/her qualities, therefore is not a description, but 
a series of actions linked by necessity or verisimilitude (a cause-and-effect dialectics). The 
ethos of the tragic hero is to be discovered by the spectator through his/her actions, and 
a good dramatist will create the plot of the tragedy around the hero’s actions, and not of 
his/her qualities.

The plot is considered by Aristotle ‘the first principle, and as it were, the soul of trag-
edy: Character holds the second place. (…) Thus Tragedy is an imitation of an action, and 
of the agents, mainly with a view to the action.’ (Aristotle, 1902, pg. 27-28) In the same 
chapter Aristotle comes back several times to the definition of plot as ‘the arrangement 
of incidents,’ (Aristotle, 1902: 25) which he considers to be the final purpose (‘the end’) 
of tragedy: ‘Hence the incidents and the plot are the end of a tragedy; and the end is the 
chief of all.’ (Aristotle, 1902, p. 27)

Cristian Mungiu builds up his scripts along the back-bone of protagonist’s actions. 
The story line follows step by step what she/he does, with all the subplots supporting the 
through-line action. The hero’s image in the viewer’s mind is not complete until the last 
action is performed. With mathematical exactitude, Mungiu applies the Aristotelian rule: 
‘Dramatic action, therefore, is not with view to the representation of the character: character 
comes in as a subsidiary to the actions.’ (Aristotle, 1902, p. 27)
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In Aristotle’s dramatic action theory, building a plot around details describing the pro-
tagonist’s ethos doesn’t produce the tragic effect, which is the catharsis – defined by Aristotle 
as a combination of Dionysian empathy felt for the tragic hero (pity ‘aroused by unmerited 
misfortune’) and rational, Apollonian detachment (fear), which Aristotle explains as ‘fear 
by the misfortunes of a man like ourselves’. (Aristotle, 1902, p. 45)

What we do is who we are, and not vice-versa. In Over the Hills, for example, it’s not 
the film’s purpose to describe the two female characters, Voichița and Alina – how kind, 
courageous, coward or irresponsible they are, how they express themselves. The script’s 
main objective is to outline the series of choices, decisions and actions that led to Alina’s 
tragic end. In this mathematically constructed web of causality, the focus is on Voichița’s 
actions, on her persistence to convince both the monastic community and Alina that the 
latter is lost in the outside world and the monastery is the only place she would feel at 
home. The description of the protagonist’s character comes in the second place. Although 
Voichița displays submission and Christian humility, her actions reveal a determined, 
strong headed young woman, who in her arrogance (hubris) wants to impose her will on 
everybody else. Although neither Alina nor the mother superior or the monastery’s monk 
want this, Voichița ignores all ‘warnings’ which say Alina doesn’t belong to the monas-
tery. Voichița’s actions bring, eventually, the plot to the point of no return, which is the 
actual exorcist ritual performed on Alina by the monastery’s monk. From this moment, 
she cannot choose anymore. Her actions have set in place a mechanism which breaks free 
from its initiator and will lead to the death of her friend. It’s not in her power to stop it. 

A detached and, as much possible objective presentation of the dramatic conflict is one 
of the prerequisite. The link between scenes makes possible to observe the cause and effect 
chain. ‘Again, if you string together a set of speeches expressive of the character, and well 
finished in point of diction and thought, you will not produce the essential tragic effect 
nearly so well as with a play which, however deficient in these respects, yet has a plot and 
artistically constructed incidents.’ (Aristotle, 1902, p. 27)

Beyond the Hills (După dealuri, 2012)
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According to Aristotle, the happiness or unhappiness of human beings depends on 
their actions. ‘Now character determines men’s qualities, but it is by their actions that 
they are happy or reverse.’ (Aristotle, The Poetics Of Aristotle, 1902, p. 27) And it is this 
emphasis on people’s actions and their consequences on the quality of their lives that one 
can find in all Mungiu’s scripts. This is why to some critics they appear didactic and arti-
ficially constructed, closer to the theatre mechanism than to the film ones, in this respect.

In Graduation, the happiness of the teenage daughter of a provincial, successful surgeon 
(Romeo) is the main reason for which he insists she should leave Romania and enrol in a 
British university, seen by the over-zealous father as her ticket for a fulfilled and worthy 
life. Living in Britain is, in his eyes, not only a status symbol for his beloved daughter, but 
also a protection against the disillusionment Romania has become over some twenty-eight 
years of chaotic transition from communism to neo-liberal capitalism. And in order to 
achieve that, the father is ready to encourage his daughter to commit fraud during the 
high-school graduation exam, only to be sure she will get the right grades needed to be 
accepted by an UK university. The causality chain triggered by his actions has bad conse-
quences, and brings in a lot of unhappiness. Fraud is immoral, and its effects on human 
consciousness cannot be ignored.

THE ETHICS OF CHOICE, DELIBERATION AND ACTION
There is a good and a wrong way of doing things. Without the moral aspect, there is no 
tragedy. The protagonist’s state of happiness or unhappiness depend on it, as well as the 
overall state of the community. 

In Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle analyses the complex nature of human actions, out 
of which praxis, defined as action which has a clear purpose, is put in practice with only 
one aim: accomplishing good things. ‘Every skill and every inquiry, and similarly every 
action and rational choice, is thought to aim at some good; and so the good has been 
aptly described as that at which everything aims.’ (Aristotle, 2004, Book I, Chapter 1, 
1094a) And he continues, adding: ‘The idea of acting in accordance with right reason is a 
generally accepted one.’ (Aristotle, 2004, Book II, Chapter 2, 1104a)

The process is a two-way street: exercise of virtue via virtuous actions change the character 
of the human agent accordingly: ‘So too we become just by doing just actions, temperate 
by temperate actions, and courageous by courageous actions’. (Aristotle, 2004, Book II, 
Chapter 1, 1103b) In his commentary on The Poetics, British Cambridge scholar D.W. 
Lucas underlines several important characteristics of praxis: ‘It means, not any random 
action like opening one’s mouth or crossing the street, but an action initiated with a view 
to an end and carried on in pursuit of it. (Aristotle, 1980, p. 96)

Dramatic action has purpose, has as a target another character and is always carried on 
towards completion. The hero’s actions are determined by what he/she wants to achieve. 
And in Aristotle’s view of human action, all human beings want to do good. 

However, although aiming towards good, the tragic hero’s actions can go astray from 
the good pursued, since they are rooted in the his/her moral disposition and clarity of 
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judgement. According to Aristotle, the hero’s actions stem out of his/her character (ethos) 
and thought (dianoia): ‘for it is by these that we qualify actions themselves, and these – 
thought and character – are the two natural causes from which actions spring, and on 
actions, again, all success or failure depends.’ (Aristotle, 1902, p. 25)

An error of judgement (hamartia) such as the one of Oedipus or any type of excess, 
which springs out of arrogance (hubris), is pushing the protagonist’s actions away from 
the common good they are aiming at.

Similar to all tragic heroes, Mungiu’s protagonists act for the good of their protégé, 
who is either a friend they hold dear or a family member. No one can accuse them of ill 
intentions. In 4,3,2 Otilia not only morally supports her pregnant friend (Gabi) in the 
decision to do an abortion, but is involved directly in organising the illegal act. She breaks 
the law, she shares the risks with Gabi, as all best friends should do. According to Aristotle, 
she acts ‘accordingly to the right reasons’ and values of friendship. 

Romeo, the father in Graduation wants all that is best for his daughter. However, along 
the way, he finds himself in the middle of a moral dilemma: ‘he cannot save his child but 
by breaking the moral principles he has invoked to his daughter – and, if he does that, 
her salvation and all his education effort are pointless.’ (Mungiu, “It is essential the films 
should reach the public”, 2016)

A PLOT TOOL: PROTAGONIST’S CHANGE FROM 
IGNORANCE TO KNOWLEDGE
An important element of the plot is the Recognition (Anagnorisis), defined by Aristotle in 
The Poetics as a ‘change from ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hate between the 
persons destined by the poet for good or bad fortune’. (Aristotle, 1902, p. 41) Along with 
Reversal of Intention, Recognition is one of the most important dramatic mechanism of 
articulating the tragic plot.

There are several levels of recognition, from simple ones, such as between Electra and 
her departed brother Orestes who returns after twenty years of banishment to revenge 
their father, to more complex ones, such as in Oedipus, when ‘(…) the messenger comes 
to cheer Oedipus and free him from the alarms of his mother, but by revealing who he is, 
he produces the opposite effect.’ (Aristotle, 1902, p. 41)

The tragic hero undergoes a process of becoming aware of the consequences of his/her 
actions. The plot is thus a mechanism for raising the protagonist’s awareness. The hero’s 
path is an evolution from ignorance to understanding the the true nature of the situation 
she/he is in; at the end of the narrative, the hero sees the truth – the reality as it is, and 
not as it had been projected by him/her.

In Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, it’s only at the end of the tragedy the hero arrives to know 
who his real parents are. Oedipus understands he is not the saviour of Thebes, but the 
cause of its demise. The murderer of Thebes’s King Laius is no one but himself, Laius’ son.

All of the three films analysed in this article include in their final scenes this type 
of revelations. In 4,3,2, the protagonist, Otilia, sees a new face of her friend Gabi as an 
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indifferent and selfish individual, one who easily frees herself of any kind of responsibil-
ity, attitude which casts a different light on their friendship. In Over the Hills, a terrified 
Voichița comes to the tragic realisation that her actions brought the death of her friend 
and the condemnation of the whole monastic community. As for Graduation, the morally 
faulty father, Romeo, realizes that by trying against all odds to save his daughter from a 
corrupt society, he came very close to altering his child’s moral values, if it weren’t for her 
own good nature to oppose to committing fraud. In an interview Mungiu confessed he 
preferred as title for the film the English language one, Graduation, since ‘it refers, some-
how, also to the parent in the film. He also undergoes some sort of an examination, not 
only his daughter.’ (Mungiu, “A Film Like a Mirror”, 2016)

A FILM WITH A CLEAR PURPOSE
The open end structure of the tragic plot enables the spectator to make his/her own opinion 
on what has happened on the stage and on the characters’ faults and errors, on whether 
they deserve to be forgiven or should be condemned.

In the final part of the trilogy Oresteia, Aeschylus lays out in front of the eyes of the 
spectators the scene of Orestes’ acquittal by the tribunal of the Areopagus, on the accusation 
of murdering his mother, Clytemnestra. Did he really disserved being acquitted through 
the intervention of goddess Athena, or not, since half of the jury members considered him 
guilty and half acquitted him?

Mungiu’s scripts keep the same question open. Is Romeo guilty of wishing the best for 
his daughter? Where did he go wrong? What about Otilia? She shouldn’t have helped her 
best friend to make an abortion? Why did she do it? Why Voichița wouldn’t listen when 
everybody told her Alina was not fit for becoming a nun?

CONCLUSION
To act is the final stage of a decision making process which, according to Aristotle’s theory, 
includes deliberation and rational choice. In Cristian Mungiu’s screen plays, the plot and 
the characters are constructed starting from their choices and actions, prompted by the 
dramatic situation in which they are. 

Their response to the environment, which defines the character’s behaviour, is not 
the main focus of the film’s narrative. From this perspective Cristian Mungiu’s films don’t 
match the New Romanian Cinema style and structure, which focus more on the characters’ 
behaviour, rather than on their actual actions.

In an interview with Elle Romania magazine, Mungiu stresses the ultimate responsibility 
for the way people live belongs to them, and not to the political system governance: ‘Our 
life is the result of our own decisions and choices, even if it’s simpler to blame everything 
on others …’ (Mungiu, “A Film Like a Mirror”, 2016)

A tragic hero is not a victim. Despite the oppositions and adversities encountered along 
the way, it is within his/her power to change the situation. Mungiu builds up his plots 
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around what the protagonist rationally deliberates and decides to choose as a path of action, 
leaving the social issue in the background of the narrative line: ‘I don’t want to use the 
character as a vehicle for a social theme discourse.’ (Mungiu, “A Film Like a Mirror”, 2016)

The moral dilemma and viewer’s reflection on what he/she has seen on the screen is the 
main purpose of the film. The open end of the film invites the spectator to self-analysis. 
Discussing in an interview if, at the end of Graduation, anyone is saved from the grinder 
of a society based on negotiable values, Mungiu answers: ‘The important thing is if people 
save themselves in the real life, not in the film. The film’s intention is to make you under-
stand that if you watch the people on the screen, is you in that grinder.’ (Mungiu, “It is 
essential the films should reach the public”, 2016)

Fig. 1 Comparative Analysis

Elements of similarity Greek Tragedy C. Mungiu scripts

1. The tragic situation – it’s a 
coercing dramatic situation 
which compels the hero to 
make a decision; the hero 
has to decide; the decision 
cannot be avoided.

In Sophocles’ Antigone, the 
death of heroine’s brother, 
Polinikes puts her in the 
tragic situation of choosing 
between burring him, and 
thus signing her own death 
condemnation or leaving 
him to the vultures, and 
saving herself.

In Beyond the Hills, the 
orphanage is the material 
representation of the com-
pelling situation for the 
two feminine characters; 
on their 18th birthday they 
have to leave the orphan-
age and start a life for 
themselves in the ‘outside’ 
world. They are forced to 
choose.

In Bacalaureat, an accident 
puts the young high-school 
student in the impossibility 
to hand write at the bacca-
laureate exam; the gradua-
tion exam is compromised; 
she has to choose whether 
she is ready to commit a 
fraud in order to get high 
grades

2. Cause and effect law rules 
the structure of the plot; 
the point of no return; the 
plot outlines the dialectics 
of choice, preceded by 
rational deliberation and 
followed by action

In Oresteia, the cause and 
effect chain was set in 
motion by Agamemnon’s 
decision to sacrifice Iphi-
genia. Clytemnestra is the 
one who pushes the events 
towards the point of no 
return, by her decision to 
kill Agamemnon in order 
to revenge the murder of 
her daughter. 

In Beyond the Hills, 
Voichița’s hubris along the 
decisional chain brings 
the plot in the point of no 
return. From there on, she 
cannot stop the chain of 
events to develop along the 
track she had set it up, to-
wards the tragic end – the 
death of her friend Alina.



Anca Ioniţă

98 | Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 2, No. 1, 2018

3. The hero evolves from 
ignorance to understand-
ing the reality of situation; 
at the end of the narrative 
line, the hero arrives to the 
truth (anagnorisis)

Oedipus arrives to know 
who are his real parents. 
At the end of Oedipus Rex 
tragedy, he understands 
he is not the saviour of 
Thebes, but the cause of 
its demise. He finds out 
the terrible truth: he is 
the actual murderer of his 
father, Laius

In 4,3,2 Otilia comes to 
the harsh realization her 
best friend Gabi has never 
taken the illegal abortion 
too seriously. The high risk 
of the situation was not 
actually shared between 
her and Gabi, as she had 
thought all along the way.

4. The educational purpose 
of the plot – the viewer’s 
reflection on protagonist’s 
decisions and choices

Aeschylus keeps the end of 
his tragi trilogy Oresteia 
open. It is for the specta-
tors to decide if Orestes 
is to be acquitted or not 
by Athens’ tribunal, the 
Areopagus.

What would the viewer 
have done in the situation 
of Romeo, the father in 
Graduation, who wants his 
daughter to study abroad, 
in order to escape a shallow 
and deceiving society?

ENDNOTES
1. Greek: ἐκκλησία – was Athens’s popular assembly open to all Athenian citizens, which counted 

around 6.000 people in Solon’s time, out of the total population of around 30.000. It was 

responsible for approving legislation, nominating and electing magistrates, declaring war, electing 

the military strategist.

2. The Theatre of Dionysus was located at the foot of the Atheniana Acropolis and could seat 

around 16.000 spectators. It was built in the sixth century BC and is considered to be the 

birthplace of Greek tragedy.

3. Tatiana Niculescu Bran – Confession at Tanacu (Spovedanie la Tanacu), Polirom, Iași, 2006 and 

The Book of Judgers. Tanacu Case (Cartea judecătorilor. Cazul Tanacu), Humanitas Publishing 

House, 2006
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Feminist Film Theory and Pretty Woman,  
by Mari Ruti 

Bloomsbury, New York, 2016,  
204 pp, ISBN 9781501319464

Reviewed by Iulia Voicu

T he book is part of a series1, Film Theory in Practice, edited by Todd McGowan 
at Bloomsbury Academic, part of Boomsbury Publishing (with an editorial 
board including Slavok Zizek). The series is dedicated to academics, to students, 

but also to general readers. It engages film theory in interpreting and analyzing different 
movies, making a statement of how theory can be really important (and appealing) in 
understanding films for a larger public. Each book focuses on one single theory, didactically 
explaining it in half of the book, to prepare the terrain for an original interpretation of a 
single movie afterwards.

Mari Ruti is a professor at the University of Toronto (Canada), whose main areas 
include critical theory, psychoanalysis, feminist and queer theories. The experience with 
teaching feminist film theory classes can be sensed along the book and I think this was 
really useful for her in finding a relaxed way of explaining and pointing the importance 
of certain feminist concepts that today may appear outdated to some. In the first chapter, 
Ruti maps the feminist film theory, having as a central piece Laura Mulvey’s famous essay, 
Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975). The map isn’t exhaustive, but the author has 
at no moment this purpose. The important aspect of Ruti’s work in the first chapter is that 
she clarifies the following concepts and the context they were enlightening: the male gaze, 
voyeurism, fetishism, the masquerade of femininity (explaining the psychoanalytical roots 
that they have). She explains the importance of Sigmund Freud’s (the Oedipus complex, 
the castration) and Lacan’s concepts (the symbolic order, the gaze in a Lacanian sense) 

Iulia Voicu is a PhD student at the National University of Theatre and Film in Bucharest with a 
thesis on the representation of gender in Romanian cinema. She is currently a teaching assistant at 
the National University of Theatre and Film in Bucharest. She published articles in Film magazine, 
Film Menu, Sub25. She wrote an educational booklet on The Way I Spent the End of The World 
(directed by Cătălin Mitulescu) for European Cinema Education for Youth, being also a lector in the 
program. She was a lector for Filme pentru liceeni (Movies for highschool students), another cinema 
educational initiative.
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and the way they were used in feminist film theory in a moment (the ’70s and afterwards) 
when feminists had actually few ideas, recognized in the academic field, to hold on to in 
building argumentation. Also, she reserves a small chapter of the first part to explaining 
the way the cinematic suture works from a gender perspective, using Kaja Silverman’s idea 
that “the subject emerges within discourse, and (at least ideally) takes up the position con-
gruent with the existing cultural order”. Mari Ruti works again in a didactical manner: she 
cannot be blamed for not mentioning the existence of the later theories of spectatorship, 
which could make this idea look a little simple, but she emphasizes its importance in the 
history of arguments regarding the way (Western) culture has perpetuated the normative 
femininity. Again, her ability to translate the academic concepts for general reader with a 
less theoretical background is a plus, although a reader keener on film theory could want 
more. In many times she gives examples from everyday life that really make concepts seem 
approachable (for example, to explain the male gaze, she describes in how many ways can 
a woman sense and respond in the street to the gaze of construction workers.

She asserts the fact that many colleagues of Mulvey underrated her theory, because they 
didn’t realize that arthouse films (the so-called auteur cinema, avant-garde films, etc.) may 
seem to “make her theory seem overly simplistic”2, but (popular) romantic comedies are 
the great terrain to operate in. She thinks critics should stick to these movies to bring into 
light important aspects of women’s representation using Mulvey’s theory and its successors. 

Along the way, she nuances the waves of feminism, making the reader fully aware of 
her critical position. This is necessary to understand when it’s appropriate to use the con-
cepts of feminist film theory and how. For example, she clarifies through various examples 
(throughout the entire book) the way post-feminism is connected to neoliberalism and the 
culture of consumerism. She notes that Judith Butler’s queer theory of gender performa-
tivity is used nowadays to explain not the genuine self-awareness and gender fluidity, but 
what artificially is called empowerment regarding the relationship of a person with her own 
body – which is actually a very sophisticated and perverse new type of self-objectification. 
Of course, she writes that Butler couldn’t have foreseen this and we mustn’t underrate her 
approach in the 1990s.

One important idea that Ruti states is that, when analyzing a film, it’s not that important 
to put a label on it (feminist vs. anti-feminist), but to see nuances of the film as being retro-
grade or progressive. In the case of Pretty Woman, she doesn’t even dream of demonstrating 
that most of the critics made a huge mistake when, in 1990, they were very harsh with it 
from a feminist perspective. Instead, she says that “a feminist analysis of the movie should 
perhaps focus less on its alleged misogyny than on the version of female empowerment it 
endorses”3. About that woman empowerment, she refers to the way that gender boundaries 
of stereotypes are systematically blurred in this movie and to the fact that “it still exhibits 
too many second-wave feminist ideals to be easily categorize as antifeminist”4.

She communicates her strategy for analysing the movie in a very clear manner, by 
choosing themes: the theme of money, of gender, of the masquerade of femininity, of the 
male gaze and of fetishism. She fairly pays attention to the intersection of gender, class, race, 
always making the reader aware of the context in which the film was produced, received 
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then and may be received now. One of the most interesting aspects that she demonstrates 
is that Pretty Woman’s attempt to soften – even deconstruct – the gender binary is the 
main way in which it anticipates third-wave feminism”5, which was not defined back then.

Again, to her as a critic and as a woman living in these days in a Western culture, the lens 
of the third wave feminism is very clear and very easy to define and to use as an instrument.

ENDNOTES
1. http://bloomsburyfilmandmedia.typepad.com/continuum_film_and_media/2016/01/new-series-

film-theory-in-practice.html, last visited on March 13th, 2018

2. Ruti, Mari, Feminist Film Theory and Pretty Woman, Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, pag. 55

3. Ruti, Mari, Feminist Film Theory and Pretty Woman, Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, pag.113

4. Ruti, Mari, Feminist Film Theory and Pretty Woman, Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, pag.113

5. Ruti, Mari, Feminist Film Theory and Pretty Woman, Bloomsbury Academic, 2016, pag. 136 
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