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Editor’s Note 
Dana Duma
National University of Theatre and Film “I. L. Caragiale”

T he focus of this issue of ‘Close Up’ journal is “Film and the other arts”. The papers 
we selected analyse different aspects of this relationship, be it of meta-cinematic 
nature or referring to the hybrid forms of cinema stimulated by new digital tools.

The paper signed by Veronica Lazăr and Andrei Gorzo tackles the theatre-cinema 
relationship, by following the birth of a theatrical show and its backstage events, in Radu 
Jude’s 2018 film “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians”. Anca Ioniţă’s 
study focuses also on theatre-film mutual influences in Lucian Pintilie’s adaptation of 
Eugene Ionesco’s play The Picture (1971), for Hollywood Television Theatre.

Maria Andronikou’s essay focuses on Patrick Keiller’s London (1994), a film on the 
literature-architecture-cinema relationship, seen as ‘an attempt to approach the subject of 
the cinematic city in an alternative way, by opting for a consciously political stance’. The 
relationship between cinema and literature is examined, through the legal prism, in Dorina 
Pricop’s paper, focused on the US Copyright Law, referring to cinematic adaptation related 
to the film Ben Hur (1907) .

Starting from the concept of creative limitations / creative constraints, found in several 
artistic media, Iulia Rugină discusses its applicability in cinema, by analysing its manifes-
tations in scriptwriting, especially for low budget films. Cristian Radu looks in his paper 
at the striking forms of the sub-genre named animated documentary, trying to define the 
nature of this hybrid kind of film. 

Laura Lăzărescu’s article refers to the 13th edition of the International Technology, 
Education and Development Conference in Valencia, and focuses on new methods of 
teaching such as gamification, interactivity, video tutorials etc. 

Lucian Ţion summarizes the roundtable discussions held in 2019 on the sidelines of 
the Transilvania International Film Festival in Romania under the title “A Brief History of 
Chinese-Romanian Film Communication” and argues that, although many of the works 
mentioned there are considered, in post-socialism, worthless ideological propaganda, they 
constitute a potentially rich and undervalued source of research on both film history and 
film theory. 

 Starting from Richard Wagner’s theory of “total artwork”, the article signed by 
Alexandru Baltă analyses the way video games assimilate influences from arts such as 
cinema, theatre, music.

I would like to thank all the contributors for their efforts and invite other authors to 
publish in our journal papers on the amazing and accelerated evolutions of the medium.
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An updated political modernism: 
Radu Jude and “I Do Not Care If We 
Go Down in History as Barbarians”

Veronica Lazăr
University of Bucharest 
veronica.lazar@yahoo.com

Andrei Gorzo
National University of Theatre and Film “I. L. Caragiale” 
andrei.gorzo@unatc.ro

Abstract 
This paper undertakes an in-depth stylistic and thematic analysis of Radu Jude’s 2018 
film “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians”. It argues that, among other 
things, the film attempts to revive and update the late-1960s cinematic tradition of 
“political modernism”. 
 
Keywords 
political modernism, brechtian theory, illusion, historical truth, reenactment, 
dialectics, postmodernism, intertextuality

BRECHT, GODARD, NICOLAESCU
In “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians”, Radu Jude continues to pursue 
a line of reflection that has already resulted in two films – Aferim! and The Dead Nation. 
The connection with the latter film – Jude’s 2017 non-fiction – is more evident, since it’s 
located at the level of subject matter: both films engage with the same historical reality – 
Romania’s participation in the Holocaust; “Barbarians” is, specifically, about the massacre 
perpetrated in 1941 in Odessa by the Romanian army. But the artistic method used by 
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mailto:veronica.lazar@yahoo.com
mailto:andrei.gorzo@unatc.ro


Veronica Lazăr, Andrei Gorzo

8 | Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 3, No. 1-2, 2019

Jude in “Barbarians” owes something to his experience in making a historical picture – the 
2015 Aferim! – and to that film’s Romanian reception.

Jude has insisted in interviews1 that the representation of the nineteenth century in 
Aferim! was meant to be experienced by the viewer as artificial. For example, much of the 
film’s dialogue is a sort of collage of literary texts, some of them familiar to the Romanian 
viewer and meant to suggest, through their very familiarity, that access to the past is 
unavoidably mediated and that the film’s 1835 Romanian (Wallachian) setting can only 
be an reconstruction. Despite such intentions, some viewers appreciated precisely the 
illusion of time travel, of being plunged in the nowness of an ‘authentic’ 1835; Aferim!’s 
reconstructed past was found to possess the very immediacy and immersiveness aimed at 
by traditional – or “illusionist” – period films. Representative for this naïve reception was 
journalist Cristian Tudor Popescu’s statement that Aferim! made him feel he was watching 
a live feed from a time-travelling camera2. 

Partly in answer to that, “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians” comes 
up with a much more radical way of foregrounding the distance between historical event 
and its artistic representation. As one of the film’s characters states, “the map is not the 
same thing as the territory”. “Barbarians” is impossible to confuse with an “illusionist” 
historical film. It unmistakably situates itself in another, very different aesthetic tradition: 
that of the so-called “political modernism” of the late-1960s and early-1970s. Part of the 
importance of Jude’s film resides in the fact that it is an attempt – very rare in contemporary 
world cinema – to resuscitate and update “political modernism”. 

In broad lines, “political modernism” was the name given to an international tendency 
uniting, in a more or less unconcerted way, Western European filmmakers like Jean-Luc 
Godard (the Godard of 1968-1972) and the husband-and-wife team of Jean-Marie Straub 
and Danièle Huillet, with Eastern Europeans like Miklós Jancsó (between 1969 and 1974) 
and Dušan Makavejev, and South Americans like the duo of Fernando Solanas and Octavio 
Getino. Besides a commitment to left-wing politics, such filmmakers (and others, like the 
Theo Angelopoulos of 1972-1980) had in common the fact that their various aesthetics, 
beyond their apparent diversity, could all be described as “Brechtian” or “post-Brechtian” 
– in other words, as having been inspired by ideas about Bertolt Brecht’s theatrical theory 
and practice. Under the sign of Brecht (a Brecht understood in different ways, and more 
or less acknowledged as an influence), the forms of cinematic spectacle developed by the 
“political modernists” were energetically rejecting “illusionism”. The viewer had to be kept 
aware that, far from being a sort of magic window on another reality or historical epoch, the 
spectacle she was watching was a construction of signs, a clash of ideas orchestrated with 
a pedagogical aim in an arena built especially for that purpose, an essentialized model of a 
situation, of a process, of a phenomenon, etc., built for its study. The means of representa-
tion (of a certain reality, historical period, etc.) were bared before the eyes of an audience 
which was called to watch them do their work as signs. If “illusionist” cinema makes the 
viewer forget about its means in order to feel connected only to the present-tense existence 
of its characters and to the situations in which those characters find themselves, this other 
cinema questions its means in front of the viewer and thus aims at teaching her to treat 
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critically, to regard as questionable (rather than ‘natural’) the dominant representations 
and ideas of the world. Beyond the subject matter of specific films, this cinema is left-wing 
by its very methods – because of its efforts to constitute itself into a self-reflexive, didactic, 
and dialectical endeavour.

From all the possible models of “political modernism”, Jude takes as his explicit reference 
the Godardian one. “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians” begins with 
the shot of a screen-within-the-screen, on which unfolds a fragment from a Romanian 
WWII anti-Soviet documentary about the “liberation” of Odessa by “the soldiers of the 
cross, the soldiers of justice” (i.e., the Romanian army led by Field Marshal Ion Antonescu). 
It is the first of a series of texts (some of them audiovisual) that Jude’s film presents to us, 
framing them precisely as texts – there to be inspected, interrogated, discussed polemically, 
examined in their dimension of historical artefacts, etc. Other texts foregrounded by Jude 
in this manner throughout his film: a number of anti-Semitic slogans on placards and 
leaflets used by the Romanian army in Odessa; a photograph of hanged Odessa Jews, shown 
to us in a three-minute-long close-up; long fragments from books (Giorgio Agamben on 
Hannah Arendt, Isaac Babel on a case of Polish anti-Semitic violence from the 1919-1921 
Polish-Soviet war), read by the film’s heroine in fixed frontal shots (two-minute-long and 
four-and-a-half-minute-long, respectively); a three-minute-long excerpt from the Romanian 
film Oglinda – Începutul adevărului / The Mirror (Sergiu Nicolaescu, 1994), a historical 
fiction that Jude’s heroine accurately describes as a “hagiography of Antonescu”; another 
photograph, taken during the 1941 Iași pogrom, showing dead bodies lying next to a 
wall, and shown to us in a two-minute close-up; a nearly one-minute snatch of a Nazi 
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“I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians” by Radu Jude.
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march that Jude’s heroine listens to intently for professional reasons; footage of Gheorghe 
Alexianu – Field Marshal Antonescu’s Governor of Transnistria (the Ukrainian region 
occupied by the Romanian army between 1941 and 1944) – being tried in 1946 for his 
1941 war crimes; the text of Antonescu’s telegram ordering the massacre (“the execution 
of all the Jewish Bessarabian refugees in Odessa”), projected on the façade of Romania’s 
National Art Museum for the climax of Jude’s film. And there are several other examples.

To go back at the beginning of the film, Jude’s next directorial gesture, after having 
shown us the first two-minute bit of Antonescian propaganda footage (the one about 
“the soldiers of the cross”), is a textbook example of “anti-illusionist,” late-60s-Godardian 
“foregrounding of the cinematic apparatus.” We are shown the boom microphone and 
we are shown the clapperboard with Jude’s name on it, and also the name of his director 
of photography, Marius Panduru, and also the working title of the film (Is This What You 
Were Born For?). Immediately afterwards, we are introduced to actress Ioana Iacob (as we 
are introduced to Marina Vlady in Godard’s 2 or 3 Things I Know About Her) as both her-
self and the character she’s playing, Mariana Marin, Iacob pointing out of the differences 
between her and Mariana (“Unlike me, Mariana is an atheist.”) as she looks straight at the 
camera. The primary-colors, Pop Art patterning of her clothing only makes the homage 
more explicit, while setting the chromatic key for a film in which Godardian spots of 
primary colors will keep returning in various forms – from the three dustbins, one green, 
one yellow, one blue, which will provide the background for one of the film’s shouting 
matches, to the two umbrellas, one green, the other pink, carried at one point by a couple 
of senior citizens. In this context, even the big wall of weapons in front of which stands 
Mariana/Ioana as she’s addressing us (as we’ll find out, she is at the Military Museum in 
Bucharest) generates an echo of Godard – the (admittedly pre-politicized) Godard who 
(quoting D. W. Griffith) suggested that all you need to make a film is a girl and a gun. 

But Radu Jude’s film is not a mere pastiche of the cca. 1968 Godardian model of 
“political modernism”. It’s an updating – hence its value. Once the cinematic apparatus 
has been foregrounded and the Godardian reference point has been established, Ioana 
becomes Mariana and stays in character, more or less, until the end of the film; while Jude, 
unlike Godard, doesn’t insist to snatch us out of the fiction of Mariana’s existence through 
non-stop anti-illusionistic manoeuvring. His film achieves consistent self-reflexivity by 
more ‘orthodox’ means – without having to continuously break the fictional frame and 
exhibit the machinery of cinematic “illusionism”. It accomplishes this by simply making 
the heroine a sort of director: funded by the City of Bucharest, she is staging a military 
reenactment of the Romanian army’s 1941 Odessa operations, while her secret plan is to 
subvert this mayoralty-sponsored pageant and use it didactically – to confront her fellow 
citizens, gathered in Bucharest’s Piața Constituției (Constitution Square), with the historical 
fact of the massacre. (Although this state-ordered massacre has been officially acknowledged 
by the contemporary Romanian state, there is still a strong reluctance – not only on the 
part of the general populace, but also on that of various officials – to recognize it.)

This idea of a show within a show, staged according to the conventions of military 
reenactments, allows Jude to brilliantly mirror his own political-artistic endeavour. First, 
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this show within the show functions for him, as it functions for Mariana, as a ‘Brechtian’ 
alternative (“stylized, compressed and theatrical”, in Mariana’s words) to the type of “illu-
sionistic” historical film that he refuses to make. Then, a spectacle like this, with reenactors 
dressed in Romanian, German and Soviet uniforms simulating the convulsions of agony 
in the middle of contemporary Bucharest, has a guaranteed element of farce – something 
present, in one form or another, in all of Jude’s fiction films. Finally, with a heroine who’s 
preparing a theatrical provocation on a subject like this, and whose authority is consequently 
questioned or contested at every step (even by collaborators and friends), Jude can incor-
porate in his film polemical exchanges – spectacle of ideas – generated by the numerous 
objections which can also be levelled, from various directions, at his own undertaking.

One of these polemics, particularly well articulated by Jude, targets a certain under-
standing of ‘realism’, associated with Romanian director Sergiu Nicolaescu’s conception 
of the historical film. As mentioned earlier, Jude excerpts a scene from Nicolaescu’s World 
War II epic The Mirror. That excerpt makes perfectly clear both the negationist character 
of Nicolaescu’s project3 and the primitivism of his hagiographical rhetoric – at a certain 
point he gives Field Marshal Antonescu (played by the actor Ion Siminie) an ennobling 
low-angle profile shot, with an icon of the crucified Christ in the background and syruppy 
piano music on the soundtrack, as the Field Marshal, brought to trial in 1946 for his crimes, 
solemnly castigates the ungrateful Romanian people. On the other hand, “I Do Not Care If 
We Go Down in History as Barbarians” includes a moment where Mariana, who is visiting 
a costumes storehouse in order to choose uniforms for her pageant, listens as the woman 
who’s managing the place talks reverently about “Mr. Sergiu”, whose name she seems to 
equate with the highest level of scruple and accuracy in the reconstruction of history. The 
point made here by Jude – a crucial one for Romanian audiences – is that Nicolaescu 
(1930-2013), much-despised as he is by some (including fellow directors like Mariana), 
is deeply respected by many others (including many fellow show-business professionals 
like the woman we see managing the storehouse). As Jude’s film shows, this partly comes 
down to conflicting understandings of concepts like “realism”, “authenticity”, “accuracy”, 
etc. A director of fiction films who for decades assumed the mantle of popular historian, 
Sergiu Nicolaescu was a believer in mythical history. His version of mythical Romanian 
history was always subordinated to the interests of political power – first Ceaușescu’s and 
then post-communist power. His work was all about consolidating and legitimizing power 
by consolidating myths; it was all about aestheticizing history, eliminating contradictions, 
smoothing out rough edges or unpleasant aspects. On the other hand, he could be metic-
ulous in the pursuit of an ‘authenticity’ understood as pertaining to period costumes, 
weapons, military insignia, etc. (He could also treat such things with a hack director’s care-
lessness, but that was not the case in his Antonescu epic.) The fetishization of such details 
is also characteristic of those enthusiastic amateur collectors of facts about wars, strategies, 
tanks, planes, etc., prone to equating history with the history of military operations and, 
in some cases, to dispense completely with other dimensions – economic situation, social 
history, the consequences of war for the population beyond propaganda, marches, flags, 
etc. One of the reasons why the work of Sergiu Nicolaescu continues to be an object of 
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respect in Romania is that, when historical films are evaluated at a popular level (and also 
within the filmmaking community), this ‘fetishistic’ understanding of authenticity tends 
to outweigh other criteria. In Jude’s “Barbarians”, Mariana fiercely debates matters of 
‘authenticity’ with her cast of experienced reenactors: they implicitly define authenticity 
in this ‘fetishistic’ way and she eloquently denounces the arbitrariness of such a definition.

The fact that Mariana’s rehearsals take place at the Military Museum is splendidly ade-
quate: such a museum is, by definition, a sort of temple dedicated to the Nicolaescu-style 
understanding of ‘historical truth’; it is paradise for any fetishist of historical weapons or 
uniforms, a place where military action stands as the official category for making sense 
of history. And this location also provides Radu Jude with something else: a ready-made 
illustration of a crisis of historicity, of an obstacle sprung in the path of knowledge, abun-
dantly discussed in the 80s and 90s as definining a so-called “postmodern condition”. 
The museum may be historical, but it is also ahistorical in the way it collapses together 
different eras, placing next to each other a barrier from WWI, some tanks from WWII, 
uniforms from all over, and the armored vehicle in which lieutenant-colonel Trosca was 
accidentally shot during the bloody, chaotic, regime-changing days of December 1989. At 
one point, Mariana and her second-in-command (Alex Bodgan), who’s actually the leader 
of the reenactors group, ride a scooter through the courtyard of the museum, looking like 
kids at loose in a Romanian history theme park. The amalgamation effect chimes with an 
earlier exchange between Mariana and the lady in charge of the costumes: the latter talks 
about having provided uniforms not only for Sergiu Nicolaescu’s extras, but also, more 
recently, for the extras in an American picture called Zombies Vs. Wehrmacht. This repack-
aging of Nazism as theme park menace, and the consequent dilution of the reality of Nazi 
crimes, are part of the problematic of postmodernity. They constitute a difficulty that a 
modernist like Alain Resnais didn’t have to face at the time of his fundamental Holocaust 
documentary, Night and Fog (1955).

DIALECTICS AND TWO TYPES OF RELATIVISM
That being said, Jude’s perspective on these matters (like Mariana’s) is not a radically 
relativizing one: he is not throwing any radical doubt on the possibility of attaining solid 
knowledge about the historical event called “The Odessa Massacre”. (The film acknowledges 
difficulties in this regard – including those difficulties pertaining to a supposed postmodern 
condition – but its overall perspective is not postmodern in this sense; it may be considered 
post-postmodern.) The historical event is knowable – it is this conviction which allows Jude, 
like Mariana, to confront negationists. It is knowable even if our access to it is mediated 
by the form of the documents, by their partiality, by the layers of propaganda, by school 
education, etc. Even the posterior history which comes attached to it – the decades-long 
history of its denial and suppression, followed by an official admission that didn’t really 
penetrate public consciousness (nor was it meant to) – is comprehensible, and “Barbarians” 
presents it as such. We can understand who constructed these historical events in the form 
in which they were constructed, and also why they were constructed in that form – which 
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facts were selected and which ones were erased, how they were hierarchized, ‘purified’, 
documented, rewritten, packaged as educational products. The reasons why the reality of 
the Odessa massacre never became common knowledge (despite being acknowledged, in 
the 1990s and 2000s, by three consecutive Romanian presidents) are perfectly intelligible 
(so are the three presidents’ political reasons for acknowledging it). They are intelligible 
from the perspective of state historiography (by definition an inert and conservative genre), 
from the perspective of Romanian state officials (with their conservative, nationalistic, 
sometimes anti-Semitic affinities), from the perspective of school teachers, from the per-
spective of an uneducated public, etc. (Radu Jude’s Aferim! dealt with another historical 
reality – that of the centuries-long enslavement of the Roma people – which, without being 
officially denied nowadays, is still far from having permeated official discourse and public 
consciousness, from having been given prominent treatment in school books and works of 
art.) To summarize, access to the historical event is questioned here in regard to its forms 
and its implicit valorizations, because the past (like the present, for that matter) is not an 
unmediated given; but the historical reality of the event is not presented as something that 
slips between our fingers. On the contrary, the event is recoverable – complete with its 
relativity, its post-factum genealogy, which doesn’t dissolve it, but, ideally, serves to better 
explain and circumscribe it4.

However, things stand differently with the possibility of dissemination, of political 
pedagogy – including, of course, pedagogy by means of art. On this point, the discourse 
of Jude’s film becomes sceptical and self-doubting. This is not really in the spirit of Jude’s 
’68 models. Those films were often made from a position of belief in the possibility – even 
in the imminence – or large and positive socio-political change. A lucid political artist 
working today has much less access to that optimism. This is why the aesthetic strategies 
of “political modernism” cannot be revived without some updates. 

Mariana is portrayed as being alone in her ‘obsession’ – that of educating the public 
about the Odessa massacre. From what we can see, nobody shares it – not at a comparable 
level of intensity: neither her collaborators (not even the leader of the reenactors, her right-
hand man, for whom this is just a job), nor her friends (whom we see gathered around 
her at a party, merrily watching her archive footage and comparing, for laughs, the shabby 
look of the Romanian army with those sexy Nazi uniforms), and not even the two men 
with whom she seems to be more or less romantically involved. 

In fact, the first objections to what she’s doing (and, by extension, to what Jude is 
doing) – out of the many incorporated (and answered) by Jude in his film – are voiced 
by one of those two men (an airline pilot played by Șerban Pavlu). He starts with that 
evergreen about “Jews always complaining” (while Christians have to shut up when their 
faith is attacked). His follow-up to this – “What about communist crimes?” – is equally 
classical; Mariana, who seems well-versed in such clashes, recognizes it as the old tactic of 
trivializing comparison: the comparison between communism and fascism usually happens 
to be invoked by people who are more hostile to the former than to the latter (which they 
find understandable); Mariana also points out that it implicitly edulcorates the interwar 
political regimes – in which the censorship and repression associated with the post-war 
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coming to power of the communists were already fully operational. 
From the pilot, the baton of more or less negationist criticism directed at Mariana’s 

(and Jude’s) project passes on to various members of her cast. These experienced reenactors 
are an oddly assorted bunch – they’re of very diverse ages and they look like people of 
even more diverse life experiences. Some of them are loyal to Mariana, but others keep 
challenging her authority. “What’s happening here looks anti-Romanian to me”, one of 
them says. Another hilariously cites beloved cultural figure Nicolae Steinhardt (an intellec-
tual of Jewish origin who, after being imprisoned by the communists, became a Christian 
Orthodox monk and a defender of Antonescu’s actions during the war) as a (presumably 
unique) example of Jewishness “devoid of sneakiness”. At another point, two senior citizens 
protest to Mariana against the presence of Roma people in the show’s cast.

But all these are just skirmishes warming the arena for the main event: the two rounds 
of confrontation (both of them long, the first one lasting nearly 20 minutes) between 
Mariana and a municipal official named Movilă and played by Alexandru Dabija. Movilă 
is a triumphant creation: a character who raises Jude’s drama of ideas to another level, 
giving it a dialectical dimension absent from those films and theatrical productions of 
his – like his stagings of Jean-Claude Carrière’s The Controversy of Valladolid and Rainer 
Werner Fassbinder’s Ali: Fear Eats the Soul, and even an eminently sophisticated film like 
Aferim! – that seem to be based on univocal, unquestioned political positions. As a character, 
Movilă is, on the one hand, a dramatist’s gimmick allowing access to a more abstract level 
of discussion about the importance and the significance of the Odessa massacre – lofty 
philosophical problems that nevertheless remain linked to much more mundane questions 
regarding publicly funded art (what should it be and do?) and the vicissitudes of putting 
on a show. At the same time, Movilă is a successfully created Grand Inquisitor type of 
character, playful, perverse and brilliant.

The dynamic between Movilă and Mariana works like this: he keeps putting sand in 
the wheels of her progressive rhetoric, taking sniper shots at her views and arguments 
(presumably similar to those of Jude and his ‘enlightened’ core audience) in an attempt to 
discourage her and manipulate her into removing some of the political sting in her show 
(which, even blunted or sanitized, would still be a potential headache for the municipality 
paying for it). For her part, Mariana tends to underestimate his intelligence: she lectures 
him, gives him reading lists – the self-deprecating Radu Jude (whose stand-in she is to 
a certain extent) has made her somewhat pompous in her obsession with Romanian 
historical anti-Semitism and in her penchant for rapid-fire quotation from writers and 
philosophers (at one point, Movilă addresses her as “Miss Saul Kripke”). He initially plays 
on her prejudiced view of him, acting the part of the ignorant nationalistic official as he 
advises her to do instead a show about how the ancient Romans learnt Greek philosophy 
and bee-keeping from the ancient Dacians (the Romanians’ much-mythified ancestors). He 
doesn’t prolong that joke unduly; he kills it and immediately comes at her from another 
angle – he has a disconcerting facility for closing battlefronts and immediately opening 
others, for alternating attack and feint, threats with flirtation. 

What he stands for politically is the opposite of progressive, but in his case this is not 
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due to ignorance or even fanaticism; there is a rationality to what he’s saying that wouldn’t 
allow itself to be dismissed by easy rhetoric. During the three encounters he has with 
Mariana, he deploys sophistry, intimidation, and a number of somewhat revolting, but 
provocative ideas, to make her dispense with the scenes involving civilian victims. He acts 
as a censor because he fears the scandal and civil unrest that such a show could foment, 
but he also finds the young director too sure of herself and her harsh judgements. He 
insists that things have to be put into perspective: for instance, it is true that the reality 
of the event was, at long last, officially admitted by the Romanian state, but wasn’t that a 
mandatory political act (a condition for post-communist Romania becoming a ‘respecta-
ble’ member of the international community)? What else does it show if not that history, 
far from being an absolute, depends on all sorts of political dynamics? Then there’s the 
imposing character of the massacre – the respectability of its dimensions, part of what 
makes it a good artistic subject. Movilă suggests that this is, in part, the result of Western 
navel-gazing – the history of European catastrophes being, in matters of scale, of numbers, 
a very modest affair compared, for example, to the history of China, where the end of the 
Ming dynasty coincided, according to Movilă, with the massacring of 25 million people. 
Movilă goes on to suggest that navel-gazing is compounded with cynicism: how many 
victims have there to be for a massacre to earn the name of massacre? The conferring of 
tragic status on some events more readily than on others is determined by ethnocentrism, 
by ignorance, by arbitrariness, but also by the numerical hierarchization of mass crimes 
and, more generally, by what Movilă calls “a Darwinism of massacres”: there is a sort of 
canon of massacres, based on aesthetic and emotional criteria – Nagasaki failed to make 
the cut because, as Movilă explains it, its impact was diluted by its coming second, in the 
footsteps of Hiroshima. To all this Movilă adds the suggestion that some victimized peoples 
are taken more seriously than others. 

Thus Movilă, who doesn’t want to behave like any bullying censor, muses on the 
philosophical relativity of mass crimes and the practical utility of a gesture of political art: 
what’s the good in blaming the Romanian army now for something it did in a war many 
years ago? And even if such artistic pedagogy had some benefits, wouldn’t those be swept 
away in an instant if a new war were to start and the weapons exhibited in the Military 
Museum were put back in use? (After the show, when he realizes that the public has not been 
particularly impressed in the way wanted by Mariana, Movilă relaxes, forgets the threats 
he’s been making – the director had broken her promise to him of not staging horrors in 
the public square – and turns on the charm: as long as the sensibilities of the audience are 
so blunted that political art cannot touch them, censorhip is superfluous.) What exactly 
does it mean to say that the Romanian people were – or still are – guilty for the Odessa 
carnage? Can we still talk today about the same Romanian people? Is guilt inherited by 
subsequent generations? Is it distributed individually? What is a “people”? What is “guilt”? 

This last point made by Movilă is, for all his censor’s perversity, a welcome coda to Jude’s 
previous film, The Dead Nation. The montage there – period photographs, mostly of ordinary 
Romanians, and a soundtrack of fascist marches and anti-Semitic official communiqués, 
plus voice-over readings from the diary of Jewish doctor Emil Dorian – seems to implicitly 
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advance the idea of a collective Romanian Holocaust guilt, undifferentiated along lines 
of class or following the actions of concrete historical actors. And the problem with the 
rhetoric of collective guilt, no matter how powerful, is that its abstraction ultimately suits 
the interests of those who, confronted with a phenomenon like the Romanian Holocaust, 
would rather not identify concrete responsibilities – individual and institutional – and 
real historical causes. 

Still, Movilă stays on the sophistic side of the “collective guilt” issue, manoeuvring so as 
to make all answers impossible and the whole issue seem absurd. His dialogue with Mariana 
is a confrontation between two different conceptions of historical relativity: for him, “truth 
has to do with sentences and not with objects”, history itself is constructed by humans 
and, more particularly, by winners – if Hitler had won WWII, official commemorations 
would have been all about the bombing of Dresden, not about the Holocaust; while for 
Mariana, a reenactment like the one she’s trying to bring off is necessarily a stylization of 
something that lies beyond representation, but not beyond knowledge and public recog-
nition. Of course, Movilă’s philosophical and epistemological relativism happens to be 
perfectly subordinated to his political interests: what he calls his Taoism is a convenient 
philosophy for someone exercising the function of censor. 

JOKES AND TOMFOOLERY
As in Aferim!, Radu Jude’s committed art – responsibly provocative, this time also didactic 
in a self-problematizing way – allows itself a consistent space for playfulness and gratuity. 
Mariana’s team of male reenactors, some of whom have been playing soldiers for a long 
time, is given to crack coarse jokes and generally horse around – if someone bends to tie 
his shoelaces, it’s virtually inevitable that someone else will come from behind and start 
mock-humping him. (Their leader – who acts as Mariana’s assistant director – is also their 
equal: when he cusses them, they cuss him back.) Among them are some men of eccen-
tric, striking appearance: a massive, tatooed, gentle man registers on screen in a kind of 
odd-couple contrast with a scrawny, white-haired, ponytailed, cowboy-hatted beanpole 
of malicious energy. During a break in the rehearsals, they all go to sit on an armored 
vehicle in the courtyard of the Military Museum, moving their heads and their guns to 
the rhythm of an old campfire song; Mariana, who generally keeps her distance from their 
group (as their director, as a woman, as a person possessed by a sense of mission), joins 
them for a moment.

Godard’s old films, even some of those he made at the height of his militantly political 
period (Le Gai Savoir or Tout Va Bien), often had a chic look – owed to their primary 
colors palette, and also to the actors’ physiques and clothes. “I Do Not Care If We Go Down 
in History as Barbarians” has its own chic – resulting from an attractive palette, and also 
from things like the occasional distant sounds of early manele music and the cool printed 
t-shirts worn by some of the characters. (This interest in creating a chic audiovisual surface 
is unusual in the New Romanian Cinema – including Jude’s films; the characters’ clothes, 
chosen by Iuliana Vîlsan, are obviously a big part of it.) The film has moments of fun for 
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fun’s sake – Mariana’s conversation with the lady in charge of the uniforms is interrupted 
at one point by the unexplained apparition of someone wearing a dog suit. Whether he 
is filmed naked from a very unflattering angle or, in another scene, he is following Ioana/
Mariana around with an unwanted bouquet of flowers, actor Șerban Pavlu (one of Jude’s 
most stalwart collaborators) is insistently put in undignified, ridiculous postures, as if he 
were the butt of an extended directorial joke. Colleagues, friends and acquaintances of 
Jude’s – film editor Dana Bunescu, historian Adrian Cioflâncă, theatre director Gianina 
Cărbunariu, film critic Andrei Rus, writer Alex Tocilescu – have walk-on appearances in 
the film, some of them as themselves. 

Equally playful, if less gratuitous, is Jude’s naming many of his supporting characters 
after heroic figures of national history – Decebal, Traian, Basarab, etc. For their second 
round of philosophical debate, Mariana and Movilă are posed in front of the Bucharest 
Atheneum, with the statue of national poet Mihai Eminescu jutting between them – “a 
lyrical sum of voivodes”, as Mariana ironically describes him, quoting philosopher Petre 
Țuțea. Aside from its incessant references to cinema, literature, historical research, etc. 
(Mariana’s show is called Birth of a Nation; on one of the walls of her apartment she has 
a copy of Klee’s Angelus Novus; and so on), making up the film’s dimension of ‘high’ 
intertextuality, “I Do Not Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians” also abounds in 
allusions to more volatile, more ephemeral, more stricly local cultural and political debates: 
the projects of the Municipality of Bucharest had constituted an object of heated discussion 
in the summer of 2017; the fact that the Military Museum is located on a street named 
after a member of Antonescu’s government (Mircea Vulcănescu) had also been a subject of 
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scandal – still fresh when Jude’s film was being shot, and largely forgotten when it finally 
came out in 2018. 

Godard’s early films also had a dimension of quick-reaction journalism, referencing all 
sorts of subjects of short-lived public interest. For financial-institutional reasons, such a 
dimension has become harder to cultivate in contemporary art cinema: few of the directors 
who are current festival favorites take less than three years to finish a new film, whereas 
Godard in the mid-60s could bring out as many as three films a year. And the topics of 
Radu Jude’s rapid-fire references tend to present an added difficulty, being as impenetra-
ble for international audiences as they are short-lived in Romanian public memory. Just 
as Aferim! and Scarred Hearts (2016) were rich with the echoes of an emphatically local 
literary and political culture, Jude insists to fill “Barbarians” with allusions that don’t travel 
easily – to voivodes’ names and a so-called “Coalition for Family” (which has organized 
in 2018 an anti-gay constitutional referendum) and many other things. This insistence is 
part of his courage. 

On the other hand, the climactic show-within-the-show – Mariana’s reenactment – is 
such an original mixture of the comic and the macabre, the didactic and the desecratory, 
the emphatically artificial and the authentically documentary (for that scene can be said to 
document a happening that Jude has truly catalyzed in a Bucharest public square, although 
it’s not clear whether among those filmed reacting to the pageant there were any truly 
innocent, unbriefed passers-by), that it reinvents historical cinema.

Note: This analysis of “I Do Not Care if We Go Down in History as Barbarians” is 
excerpted from a work-in-progress – a book on the films of Radu Jude seen in the context 
of Romanian culture and history. 

ENDNOTES
1. For example, an interview given to Iulia Popovici and Vasile Ernu, and published under the title 

„Am vrut ca filmul să conțină o poveste de formare. Care, paradoxal și ironic, are de-a face cu o 

castrare…” („I wanted the film to include a coming-of-age story – which, ironically, paradoxically, 

turns out to be the story of a castration…”), CriticAtac, March 11, 2015, http://www.criticatac.

ro/vrut-ca-filmul-conin-poveste-despre-formare-care-paradoxal-ironic-de-face-cu-castrare/, accessed 

on 23 January 2019. 

2. Cristian Tudor Popescu, „Valahia live – odiseea amărâtă”, Gândul, March 14, 2015, http://www.

gandul.info/puterea-gandului/valahia-live-odiseea-amarata-13985504, link accessed on 24 January 

2019.

3. Raluca Durbacă provides an in-depth analysis of Oglinda’s politics in her essay „Naționalism și 

negaționism în cinemaul românesc. Strategii discursive pre- și post-decembriste” („Nationalism 

and Negationism in Romanian Cinema: Discursive Strategies Before and After the December 

1989 Regime Change”), included in the volume Filmul tranziției. Contribuții la interpretarea 

cinemaului românesc „nouăzecist”, edited by Andrei Gorzo and Gabriela Filippi, Cluj-Napoca: 

Tact, 2017 pp. 145-62.
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4. A preoccupation for the partiality of historical representation is also visible in other New 

Romanian Cinema films that are set in the past: in Radu Muntean’s The Paper Will Be Blue 

(2006), narration is tied to the street-level perspectives of soldiers and officers participating in 

the revolution of December 1989, while in 12:08 East of Bucharest (2006), Corneliu Porumboiu’s 

characters are debating on TV (a small provincial station) what exactly happened in their small 

town on that revolutionary December 22 day, 16 years earlier. These films’ historical referent is, 

to a certain degree, exceptional, in that it is still not fully known: unlike most other episodes 

of recent history, the 1989 revolution lacks a complete and convincing official explanation (it 

was lacking it in 2006 – when Muntean’s and Porumboiu’s films came out – and it still lacks 

it now). The Holocaust – a constant preoccupation for Jude in his recent work – is another 

historical object that has raised a number of important problems: these problems – its supposed 

metaphysical singularity, its artistic representability – have become unavoidable. On the other 

hand, both Porumboiu’s and Muntean’s films are structured in particular ways which make the 

representation of history, in both cases, inevitably partial or fragmentary. The Paper Will Be Blue 

is structured around the limited perspective of the foot soldier who sees around him only chaos 

and lacks any possibility of reconstructing the big picture (which may be intelligible if looked 

at from the right vantage point); the classic literary version of this predicament is Fabrice’s in 

Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma. As for 12:08 East of Bucharest, the key aspect there is the 

geographical distance separating the inhabitants of Porumboiu’s unnamed provincial town (Vaslui) 

from the big centres of the revolution, so that their revolution can only be a feeble echo – either 

a small-scale burst of agitation in imitation of the big events occurring elsewhere, or something 

watched live on television and later reinterpreted as a possibly manipulative spectacle. “I Do Not 

Care If We Go Down in History as Barbarians” is different in that the relativity of its historical 

events is not an effect of ‘de-dramatization’, character subjectivity, too much physical closeness to 

the event (resulting in ‘tunnel vision’) or too much physical distance from it. In “Barbarians”, the 

relativity of the historical event derives from another level of abstraction which has less to do with 

the event having been or not having been experienced directly, and more to do with its historical 

and political significance.
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Abstract 
This essay focuses on Patrick Keiller’s London (1994), analysing it as an attempt to 
approach the subject of the cinematic city in an alternative way, by opting for a 
consciously political stance, which merges the historical with the contemporary. The 
film is linked to Fredric Jameson’s notion of cognitive mapping, Marshall Berman’s 
view of modernism and Charles Baudelaire’s figure of the flâneur. It is also related 
to Walter Benjamin’s ideas, Michel de Certeau’s concept of walking as a speech act, 
whilst also being connected to Edward Said’s notion of exile as the right state for 
the intellectual. As London is a film that narrativizes theoretical discourse, merging 
the literary with the cinematic, it is then briefly compared to Chapter V of Salman 
Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988), a chapter which deals with space and the figure of 
the exile, in a book which significantly borrows from the language of cinema.  
 
Keywords 
cognitive map, disalienation, city space, migration, cinematic, flâneur, literary, urban, 
heterotopia, heterochronic, modernism, Fredric Jameson, Walter Benjamin, Charles 
Baudelaire, Michel de Certeau, Guillame Apollinaire, Salman Rushdie, Le Corbusier, 
Henri Lefebvre

By weakening the older forms of aesthetic autonomy, by breaking down 
the barriers, not merely between high and low culture, but also between 
literary language and other kinds of discourse, by dissolving the fictional 
into a whole immense world of representations and image-spectacles which 
are henceforth as real as any referent, the postmodern situation has, perhaps 
unwittingly, … enabled new and different uses of the art object.1

I n his now seminal analysis of the postmodern condition Fredric Jameson argues for 
the value of impurity – often side-tracked during high modernism – maintaining the 
need for a systematic harnessing of energies sometimes considered irrational, such 

as fantasy.2 Jameson introduced the notion of cognitive mapping, as a way of devising a 
political culture for our times, one which will necessarily raise spatial issues as a fundamen-
tal concern.3 Cognitive mapping is, therefore, seen as a way of neutralizing the enforced 
spatial, as well as social, confusion. Jameson’s notion of the prime importance of space 
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in postmodernity comes from the writings of Henri Lefebvre, but can also be related to 
several ideas expressed by Michel Foucault. Both writers argued for the need to spatialize 
the political project of the Left in a variety of ways.4 

The term cognitive mapping itself was originally introduced by Kevin Lynch in his book 
The Image of the City, first published in the early 1960s. In this book, Lynch extensively 
analysed the image of the alienated city, arguing that it is a space within which people 
are unable to mentally map their own position and the urban totality itself. Conversely, 
disalienation for Lynch entails the practical reacquisition of a sense of place and the cre-
ation, or recreation, of a disalienated ensemble that can be kept in memory and which 
the subject can map and remap in various mobile, alternative trajectories. Jameson views 
a convergence between the empirical problems of the city space, as studied by Lynch as 
well as Althusser. The latter, following Lacan, redefined ideology as a ‘representation of 
the subject’s Imaginary relationship to his or her Real conditions of existence’5. Jameson 
maintains that cognitive mapping would enable a situational representation of the indi-
vidual subject to society’s structure as a whole.6

An attempt to approach the subject of the cinematic city in an alternative way, Patrick 
Keiller’s 84-minute film could be seen to follow Jamesonian directives. London is a film 
which clearly resists classification. If we follow Trinh Minh-ha’s notion that a typical doc-
umentary claims to offer the real as an unambiguous truth, at the same time presenting 
a subjective narrative as if it constituted by the objective facts of the case,7 London could 
hardly be classed as a documentary. Due to a common intermingling of the personal and 
the political, it is perhaps possible to consider Sans soleil (Chris Marker, 1983) as the 
nearest parallel. 

The idea behind the making of London, its director has commented, was to make a 
romantic film about the place where he lived. He has also noted that London is a film about 
a city which developed fragmentarily, at the same time being a city full of people most of 
whom came from elsewhere, escaping the sleepy provinces or other countries. Keiller views 
this cosmopolitanism as the city’s greatest strength.8The film does trace a particular period, 
Thatcherism and the end of the 1980s. However, and regardless of a skyline now full of 
skyscrapers, which did not exist even ten years ago, the merits of the film’s approach to 
deciphering and understanding the urban environment have actually increased. Keiller’s 
psycho-geographical approach outlines a form of resistance. 

In line with Jameson’s prescriptions, London attempts to reconstruct the city through 
re-imagining it, and in the process merges the historical with the literary, the discursive 
with the poetic. Its director also considers it to have stemmed out of his own interest in 
the Surrealist literature on the city.9 In the film, two friends explore the cityscape through 
“a series of pilgrimages”, walking to locations that relate to the past, at the same time 
revealing the present, always with the aim of pointing to a different future. Although 
we never see the “protagonists”, the film does create a story. It begins with the narrator 
arriving in London having spent seven years as a photographer on a cruise ship “in which 
the berths cost 4 thousand Pounds a week”. He has been summoned back by the reclusive 
Robinson, friend and former lover, an autodidact who teaches at the School of Fine Art and 
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Architecture of the (fictive) University of Barking (East London). Robinson has intimated 
that he is on the verge of a breakthrough in his investigations, and would like the narrator 
to be his assistant and chronicler, during the very last part of a research which focuses on 
“the problem of London”. Subsequently, the two of them undertake three expeditions 
across the wide terrain of the city and its suburbs. The first one begins at Strawberry Hill, 
Twickenham, West London and ends at Robinson’s house in Vauxhall (just south of the 
River Thames). Strawberry Hill is the place where Horace Walpole – a most flamboy-
ant character himself – once wrote The Castle of Otranto, the novel that, as the narrator 
reminds the viewer, established the genre of gothic fiction in the middle of the eighteenth 
century. Of equal interest is, of course, the building, a country house which was the first 
to promote the neo-gothic trend, whilst with its “whimsical air of novelty”, as its creator 
often commented, somehow manages to still retain a sense of strangeness. The second 
expedition begins just outside the house in Stockwell (South London) where Guillaume 
Apollinaire once arrived in search of a former lover, and continues, via crossing London 
Bridge and moving through the area of the City of London, to Stoke Newington (East 
London), in an attempt to track down the school where Edgar Allan Poe once attended. 
The third one follows the track of the River Brent, traversing the suburbs of North-West 
London. All three expeditions are interrupted, as well as interconnected, with a series of 
real-life, contemporary events – the year being 1992, these were the UK general elections, 
IRA bombings and also the great marches in support of the miners’ strike. 

In what I view as a rather distinct mode of cognitive mapping, London attempts to 
interpret the present by taking a characteristically fragmentary and personal view of the 
past. In the film, the “past” can be relatively or very distant, while there is no strict ordering 
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of the periods being referred to. A rather particular sense of nostalgia is at times also 
detectable. However, this is far from uncritical and therefore crippling. On the contrary, 
it manages to reaffirm the value of memory, historic memory which is clearly weakened 
in postmodern times. This is a view that can be related to Anthony Vidler’s notion of an 
avant-gardist modernism, one that understands “history as a fundamental force”10; “an 
active and profoundly disturbing force”.11 Keiller uses it to signify an alternative future.

London is a film full of quotations and references to novelists, poets, architects, designers, 
philosophers, and various other thinkers, who in turn become the guides in this quest for 
a new tradition. Within this context, it is probably not surprising that, in a film about the 
city of London, Charles Dickens is never mentioned. In fact, Keiller very much sidesteps 
the whole of the Victorian period. He constructs a notion of nineteenth-century Britain, 
where, in direct contrast to the rest of Europe and most particularly France, a certain fear of 
urbanism is established. At the same time, and in a period when ‘Britain is rapidly turning 
from the manufacture of goods to the manufacture of heritage as its principal industry’12, 
the film also stresses that the Victorian era is thoroughly and constantly being exploited 
by the heritage industry – something even more prevalent ever since. It is, therefore, in 
line with the London’s utopian aspirations, that Robinson’s project attempts to eliminate 
“nineteenth-century reaction, endlessly re-enacted for television” and, thus, re-imagine 
the city “as if the nineteenth century had never happened”.

Thus, it would be instructive to take a look at who are the figures that survive this 
nineteenth-century backlash. These are J.M.W. Turner, H.G. Wells, Arthur Conan Doyle, 
and William Morris. Turner is, of course, the prime example of the English romantic 
painter, perfectly fitting the film’s interest in romanticism, as an art movement, but also “as 
a mode of feeling” – as Charles Baudelaire, a writer extensively quoted, wrote. It is also a 
widely accepted fact that Turner was much admired by the French impressionists and their 
followers, who considered him a mentor13. In the film Robinson and his companion spend 
a night at the Savoy Hotel, occupying the same suite where Claude Monet once stayed in 
order to paint his views of the River Thames. Wells provides a slightly surrealist tinge at 
a moment of acute anxiety: just before polling day. Robinson had a dream about a pub 
Wells mentions in The War of the Worlds, and he associates it with the impending result of 
the general election: in his dream, the pub stood opposite a gibbet. The reference to Wells 
works a reminder of what Raymond Williams pointedly noted: at a time characterized by 
a distinct phobia of the city, a time when, conversely, the rural retreat was wholly idealised, 
H.G. Wells rendered a vision of the countryside as a closed social system, one which had 
survived the Industrial Revolution unchanged. More than anyone before him, Williams 
argued, Wells saw the connection between the ruling power of the city and that of the 
country. His vision of the city was harsh but at the same time forward-looking, as it aimed 
to unleash new civilizing energies, those of education, science, and socialism, energies held 
back by a false social order.14 The film’s mentions of William Morris focus on his idea of 
a socialist utopia, which Keiller links to the dreams the two friends used to have about 
the future. The notion of utopia is central to the film as a whole and can be related to the 
theorizations of Henri Lefebvre, who linked it to his conception of the right to the city, 
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arguing for the need of elaborating urban projects without the concern of whether they can 
be realised at the time of writing. ‘Utopia controlled by dialectical reason’, Lefebvre wrote, 
‘provides a safety barrier to fictions of scientificity, to imagination without direction’.15 
A socialist who loathed the notion of art as a form of special and exclusive inspiration, 
Morris, like Wells, clearly draws on the collective consciousness, valuing the social prod-
uct of the urban experience, even when heavily criticising it. As Nikolaus Pevsner noted 
in a seminal book, Morris was also one of modernism’s pioneers, who not only praised 
handicraft as a worthwhile activity in danger of disappearing, but also – and despite his 
prejudices against the Industrial Revolution – argued for the value of good design. ‘We 
owe it to him that an ordinary man’s dwelling-house has once more become a worthy 
object of the architect’s thought, and a chair, a wallpaper, or a vase a worthy object of the 
artist’s imagination’16, wrote Pevsner in the 1930s, a time when this had already become 
apparent. Morris’s ideas, fused with the discovery of the possibilities of machine art, were 
reassessed during the 1920s at the Bauhaus, a school as well as a workshop, which valued 
handcraft alongside standardisation.17

Daniel Defoe is also mentioned in London but as a negative counterpoint to Edgar 
Allan Poe. Having walked through the City of London during the second expedition, 
Robinson and the friend reach Stoke Newington but the school where Poe once attended 
is nowhere to be found. On the contrary, the two friends come across the site where Defoe 
once wrote Robinson Crusoe. ‘Robinson was devastated by this discovery’, the narrator tells 
us. ‘He had gone looking for The Man of the Crowd and found instead a shipwreck, the 
emblem of Protestant isolation.’

Crucial is also the presence of a number of European writers mentioned, as they 
demarcate the notion of the exile, which is central for the film as a whole. “Robinson 
reads Montaigne”, the viewer hears, whilst seeing the image of a language school in 
Central London: The Montaigne School of English. This is followed by one of the writer’s 
aphorisms, that seem duly apt for our postmodern times as well: “it is good to be born in 
depraved times; for by comparison with others you are reckoned virtuous at little cost.” 

Stéphane Mallarmé, “who lived nearby”, was another resident, as were Arthur Rimbaud 
and Paul Verlaine, the doomed lovers, as well as Guillaume Apollinaire. Exiled din London 
were also Alexander Herzen, the Russian writer and thinker, and Marcel Schwob, the 
translator of Defoe, De Quincey and Robert Louis Stevenson. 

London is a film which constructs a notion of the exile very carefully. I believe it comes 
close to the one elaborated by Edward Said in his Reith Lectures of 1993, as a pattern 
that sets the course for the intellectual as an outsider, defining a state of never been fully 
adjusted, which Said considered to be the right, most profitable state for the intellectual.18

Included in the group is also Baudelaire, since, although he himself never actually set 
foot in England, as the narrator mentions, his mother was born in London and he spoke 
English as a child. During Louis Napoléon’s Second Empire and for seventeen years, 
under the general command of Baron Haussmann, Prefect of the Seine, the city of Paris 
was, of course, extensively rebuilt. Within the newly created space of boulevards, grands 
magasins des nouveautés and café concerts, Charles Baudelaire was the first writer to record, 
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as T.J. Clark noted, that as “the estrangement from old ties forges an individual freedom, 
for the first time the urban space is produced in order to be consumed as spectacle.19 In 
The Painter of Modern Life, his ground-breaking essay, Baudelaire invented the flâneur, the 
detached observer; the man (for there could hardly have been a flâneuse in the in the nine-
teenth century, as a woman wandering alone in the city, “becoming one with the crowd”, 
as Baudelaire prescribed, would certainly risk crossing the line that separated la femme 
honnête from la femme publique) who strolls the city in order to read its signs, the ultimate 
vocation of the modern artist. This is a fundamental notion for the film, whilst the flâneur’s 
affinities with the detective also account for Keiller’s references to Arthur Conan Doyle. 

Walter Benjamin was Baudelaire’s prime interpreter in the twentieth century. Benjamin 
forged the link among Baudelaire, Poe, the figure of the detective in general, and the flâneur. 
For him, The Man of the Crowd is an ‘X-ray picture of a detective story… [where] [t]he 
mere armature has remained: the pursuer, the crowd and an unknown man who arranges 
his walk through London in such a way that he always remains in the middle of the crowd. 
This unknown man is the flâneur.’20 Most importantly, Benjamin, writing during the 
Interwar period, also intimately connected Poe and Baudelaire (Poe’s translator), with the 
film director. As the city traffic ‘involves the individual in a series of collisions… Baudelaire 
speaks of a man who plunges into the crowd as into a reservoir of electric energy… There 
came a day when a new and urgent need for stimuli was met by the film. In a film, percep-
tion in the form of shocks was established as a formal principle.’21 ‘Could one not shoot a 
passionate film about the city plan of Paris?’22, Benjamin also once asked and, in a sense, 
this is exactly what London does. Centred around a seemingly random-looking and frag-
mentary perceptions, Benjamin’s work as a whole could be considered a main inspiration 
for Keiller’s film and he is mentioned at the moment when the two friends reach Brent 
Cross Shopping Centre. ‘If I were a poet, said Robinson, this is the place I would come 
to write, I feel instantly at home here’, the narrator says. Always keen on emphasizing the 
importance of the urban experience, Benjamin insisted that the intoxicating energies of 
the marvellous, the passionate and the ecstatic, all of which the surrealists were eager to 
release, had to be welded to the life of the masses, a life dominated by the norms of modern 
industry and urban life.23

It is therefore also of interest that in a film composed of static images, this is the point 
when the camera starts to move, following the crowd. The choice of location for the scene 
rather closely follows Anne Friedberg’s analysis, which considers the shopping mall as a 
key “topos” of the postmodern urban space, just as the arcade symbolized for Benjamin 
all of early modernity24. 

Baudelaire continues being a key-figure for London if we follow Marshall Berman, who 
considered him the first modernist. In Baudelaire’s writings, Berman maintained, “moder-
nity” and “modernization” form a unity. Modernity, modern life, modern art, these terms 
occur incessantly in his work, but at the same time the meaning of the modern remains 
surprisingly elusive and hard to pin down.25

As Baudelaire pointed up the need for the flâneur / artist to “to set up house in the 
heart of the multitude, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite”26, with him the street 
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acquires a particular importance, becoming the truer site of modernism. Berman compared 
Baudelaire’s nineteenth-century modernism to Le Corbusier’s twentieth-century version, 
concentrating on the different ways the street is perceived in each case. Le Corbusier’s wish 
to erect a network of superhighways, Berman contended, harboured a wish to destroy the 
street and urban street life. Similar views have, of course, been central to the arguments 
of modernism’s critics throughout the twentieth century (and continue to be so during 
the twenty-first), especially after 1980 with the consolidation of the postmodern aesthetic 
paradigm. ‘Instead of the mouvements brusques… that Baudelaire saw as the essence of … 
modern life, Le Corbusier’s modern man will make one big move that will make further 
moves unnecessary, one great leap that will be the last. The man in the street will incor-
porate himself into the new power by becoming the man in the car.’27 In Berman’s view, 
the tragic irony of modernist urbanism is that its twentieth-century triumph managed 
to annihilate the urban life it had originally hoped to set free. Berman’s belief that the 
nineteenth century has still a lot to teach us, seems to be shared by Keiller’s flâneurs. ‘In 
his love of the crowds and public places, Robinson is a modernist’, the narrator says. Of 
equal importance is that Robinson is a modernist who refuses to learn to drive, and all of 
the film’s three expeditions are carried out on foot.

The act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to 
language or to the statements uttered. At the most elementary level, it has a 
triple “enunciative” function: it is a process of appropriation of the topogra-
phical system on the part of the pedestrian… it is a spatial acting-out of the 
place… and it implies relations among differentiated positions, that is, among 
pragmatic “contracts” in the form of movements… It thus seems possible to 
give a… definition of walking as a space of enunciation.28 (author’s emphases)

Michel de Certeau’s views of what he called the “pedestrian speech act”29 can be 
profitably related to the film. De Certeau argued that, although the city is a landmark for 
political, economic and social strategies, it is also influenced by a variety of contradictory 
movements, which can allow various elements, existing outside the reach of the panoptic 
power, to act. Walking negotiates and manipulates the “proper” city in the same way that 
spoken language can escape the rules constructed by grammarians30. This is very much 
in line with the film’s attempt to actively re-construct and re-imagine the city through 
walking, as in London : ‘walking affirms, suspects, tries out, transgresses, respects, etc., 
the trajectories it “speaks”’31. Within this context, it is interesting to note that Keiller’s 
comments that the two companions are colonizing, or making the city sacred by walking, 
in a similar way the surrealists in early twentieth-century Paris were connecting sites.32

London is considered by its director as a film which focuses on the city’s lack of urban-
ism. ‘English people want to live in the country’, he has said, ‘the city is a pleasant place 
in Europe, but rather unpleasant in England’.33 Within the film’s bleak picture of ‘a city 
under siege from a suburban government’, a city ‘too thinly spread and private for anyone 
to know’, the presence of the immigrant population is not simply perceived as positive and 
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a source of hope; it signifies modernity. It is thus important to note that Brixton Market 
(South London) and Ealing Road, Wembley (Northwest London) – places linked with 
Afro-Caribbean and Subcontinental populations for decades – are the spots where Robinson 
goes to write, as ‘he feels instantly at home’ there. 

Moreover, Keiller also presents those places as the sites where modernism (Baudelaire’s 
rather than Le Corbusier’s version) did finally take off in London. In this cinematic essay 
which argues for the necessity of constantly re-imagining our surroundings, the poets and 
writers of the past act as guides, whilst the immigrants are present-day allies: they are the 
only people with whom the two friends mix during those three expeditions. The Notting 
Hill Carnival (central for the Afro-Caribbean population, even in its current commercial-
ized form) is seen as a revival of the St Bartholomew Fayre, banned during the nineteenth 
century for being a threat to public dignity and morals. Keiller’s view at this point can 
be closely aligned to Michel Foucault’s description of fairs as heterotopias, spaces where 
regulations no longer hold, ‘places which are absolutely other with respect to all the arrange-
ments that they reflect and of which they speak’34, maintaining that ‘over the course of its 
history, a society may take an existing heterotopia, which has never vanished, and make 
it function in a very different way.’35 In this context, Foucault maintains, such spaces are 
linked ‘to bits and pieces of time, i.e. they open up through what we might define as a 
pure symmetry of heterochronisms. The heterotopia enters fully into function when men 
find themselves in a sort of total breach of their traditional time.’36 These ideas come close 
to the film’s tracing of urbanism back to the poets and writers who once gathered in the 
distinctly different space that was then the City of London, long before ‘it was filled with 
the armies of commuters, mostly citizens of other towns’. Keiller’s characters are in search 
of a tradition which, repressed during the nineteenth century, is seen as being continued 
in the late twentieth century by the immigrant population.

Being originally an architect, Keiller’s references to modernist architecture are of consid-
erable importance. Firstly, it is significant to note that examples of postmodernist architecture 
featured in the film, such as Terry Farrell & Partners’s not yet then inaugurated MI6 building 
(completed in 1994), get a characteristically unfavourable reception. On the contrary, London 
does praise several modernist buildings, a lot of which belong to a more optimistic moment 
in history: when it was still considered possible that modern architecture could intervene, 
could have a role in promoting ideas of an alternative future. The social housing at Elephant 
and Castle (South-Central London) is a prime example. Robinson knew all about those 
buildings and their architects, whose good intentions were undermined by bureaucracy, the 
narrator says, while the film also pays particular attention to Ernö Goldfinger’s Alexander 
Fleming House, which at the time had only just been saved from demolition. A modernist 
landmark, completed in 1962, and distinctly hated throughout the neo-conservative 1980’s, 
it was only saved due to the insistence of Docomomo, an international society that protects 
modernist buildings. Alexander Fleming House is a structure that at the time proposed an 
alternative modernism to Le Corbusier’s. It is, indeed, thought to be a most un-Corbusian 
design, whilst its designer has often been connected to the modernism elaborated by Russian 
constructivism.37 Le Corbusier paid attention to the compositional supremacy of the primary 
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forms and believed in the priority of the plan. His modernism can be thought of as mimetic. 
Mimesis is a philosophical view, associated with Plato, which asserts that knowledge reflects, 
lifting things into a higher sphere. Mimetic modernism believed that reasoned language 
was essentially a reflection of reason in reality.38 On the other hand, constructivism argues 
that knowledge is not a state but an activity: it is a practice. Moreover, it also believes that 
the world is changeable, and history is endlessly constructible. The basic aesthetic motif 
of constructivism is its opposition to naturalism. ‘Construction wishes to exhibit itself, as 
construction… We are not beholden, platonically to eternal ideas…, we make our own 
world.’39 This is a radical avant-gardist notion of modernism, one which, naturally, did not 
stay around for long, but can still be a source of inspiration. 

Via tracing ‘independent trajectories… apparently meaningless, since they do not 
cohere with the constructed, written and prefabricated space through which they move,’40 
London follows Michel de Certeau who wrote that such itineraries are followed by the 
“unrecognized producers”41. The film can also be related to de Certeau’s panoptic prac-
tice, a mastery of places through sight. This is a process in which the eye can observe and 
transform foreign objects, and thus control and include them into its scope of vision. To 
be able to see into the distance, de Certeau wrote, is to be able to predict and run ahead 
of time by reading the future.42 This is on a par with Robinson’s belief that if you look 
into the city hard enough, it would reveal the molecular basis of its historical events and 
this way one could hope to see into the future.

The city’s streets coiled around him, writhing like serpents. London had 
grown unstable once again, revealing its true, capricious, tormented nature, 
its anguish of a city that had lost its sense of itself and wallowed, accordingly, 
in the impotence of its selfish, angry present of masks and parodies, stifled 
and twisted by the unsupportable, unrejected burden of its past, staring 
into the bleakness of its impoverished future.43

The source of this article’s title is Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic Verses (1988). As 
already seen, London is a film that profitably narrativizes theoretical discourse, also merging 
the literary with the cinematic. Rushdie’s book, in particular its fifth chapter entitled “A 
City Visible But Unseen”, significantly borrows from the language of cinema. Rushdie 
himself has commented on readers’ familiarity with the use of interrupted narrations 
(such as flashbacks and dream sequences) from the cinema, and on the way these can be 
used in a novel.44 The novel centres on what has been described as “the double subject of 
migrancy”45, focusing on two main characters: Gibreel Farishta, star of Bombay “talkies”, 
of working-class origin, and Saladin Chamcha, a middle-class man, formerly integrated 
into British society and star of TV commercials. 

As Rushdie has also mentioned, the book was ‘written from the very experience of 
uprooting, disjuncture and metamorphosis (slow or rapid, painful or pleasurable) that is 
the migrant condition, and from which can be derived a metaphor for all humanity’46. 
Moreover, he has also noted that it attempts to celebrate impurity and hybridity, the 
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transformations that result from new and unanticipated fusions of human beings as well 
as ideas and cultures. ‘It rejoices in mongrelisation and fears the absolutism of the Pure. 
Mélange… is how newness enters the world. It is the great possibility that mass migration 
gives the world, and I have tried to embrace it.’47 Rushdie has also contended that the 
book is about a sense of the city as an invented, artificial and constantly metamorphosing 
space.48 ‘To be a Bombayite (and afterwards a Londoner) was also to fall in love with the 
metropolis. The city as reality and as a metaphor is at the heart of all my work.’49

Rushdie’s views come close to those elaborated by Iain Chambers who has considered 
the figure of the migrant as being the modern metropolitan figure, the active formulator 
of metropolitan aesthetics, who rewrites the urban script and whose presence disturbs the 
previous order and cultural authority.50

Related issues have also been more recently discussed by Michael Keith and Steve 
Pile, who have attempted a spatialized reading of the book, concluding that there are 
two possible routes in order to interpret it. One should track the evocation of the city as 
both real and imaginary, whilst the other should investigate the notions of hybridity and 
impurity, both of which, as already noted, are central to the novel as a whole. Keith and 
Pile have considered the two routes as leading to two distinct theoretical positions, argued 
by Henri Lefebvre and Ernesto Laclau respectively.51 The writers contend that Rushdie’s 
work points to the way the metaphoric and the real, the symbolic and the literal are part 
of a whole; that meaning is never innate but always constituted by and articulated in the 
spaces of representation and that, ultimately, these spaces of representation undermine the 

London (1994) by Patrick Keiller
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representation of space so that the land we stand on turns into a hybrid of spatialities. In 
The Production of Space Henri Lefebvre distinguished between the representation of space 
(the conceived) and the spaces of representation (the lived). A theorist deeply concerned 
with disclosing the myth of transparency as well as the illusion of realism, Lefebvre main-
tained that a consequence is the effect of a representation of space as neutral. Instead, he 
theorised a space constantly produced and reproduced, the site as well as the result of social, 
economic and political struggle – a notion that was subsequently taken up by a number 
of Marxist geographers. Also, important to note here is that, according to Lefebvre, space 
evolves in time as different forms of it succeed each other, maintaining that although the 
teleological point of capitalism is the creation of a homogenous space, in truth capitalist 
space contains its own contradictions, expressed in what he called differential space. The 
implication of this is that although space is produced in the image of capital it is still 
possible for it to be re-appropriated in order to serve alternative purposes.52 Therefore, 
as Keith and Pile argue, as the book’s two characters wander around the city of London 
they gradually disclose that the incomplete character of the surfaces of inscription is the 
condition of possibility for the constitution of social imaginaries.53

So, what can be said about the results of Rushdie’s descent into the heart of this vis-
ible but unseen city, a city deeply marked by the geography of imperialism? It would be 
profitable at this point to return to Fredric Jameson. In his reading of postmodernism, 
Jameson has suggested that schizophrenia provides an appropriate description for the 
condition of postmodern subjects in general, who, in seeking to negotiate the landscape, 
suffer anxiety and confusion54. The result is a breakdown of temporality, and the subject’s 
inability to focus on any kind of oppositional activity. In Jameson’s reading, schizophrenia 
also becomes a function of space, denoting a loss of the ability to hold on to an external 
reality, distinguish between inside and outside and maintain a mappable totality of the 
surrounding world. This way subject and territory reinforce each other’s dislocation. The 
fragmented postmodern subject only barely differentiates itself from the world. Cognitive 
mapping is also Jameson’s proposed remedy against this chaos of unrelated stimuli, as it 
is an attempt to profitably navigate the postmodern terrain. ‘Cognitive mapping in the 
broader sense comes to require the co-ordination of existential data (the empirical position 
of the subject) with unlived, abstract conceptions of the geographic totality.’55

It would be difficult to see Rushdie’s book as constructing or even pointing to a way 
out of the schizophrenia that the imperialist city enforces to its subjects. Gibreel’s psyche, 
irreparably split after losing the certainties of faith, remains acutely damaged until his 
final act: suicide. Rushdie’s image of the city is one of wilderness. It is a city that refuses 
to “submit to the dominion of the cartographers”56, therefore unmappable. It is constantly 
“changing shape at will”57, thus unknowable. Consequently, it would be possible to see 
The Satanic Verses as a work of “questioning”58, but significantly more difficult to consider 
it “a work of radical… reimagining”.59 Rushdie merges the postcolonial with the post-
modern60, foregrounding the postcolonial subject’s inability to cope with the fragmented, 
disorienting space of the contemporary metropolis. This is what I consider to be its main 
difference to Keiller’s film.
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As previously discussed, London’s merging of a variety of theories and practices is held 
together through a distinctly political agenda. The latter could also be seen to provide a 
fairly optimistic response to a question posed by Fredric Jameson. ‘To what degree are 
we necessarily locked into our own system, so that even our fantasies of change reflect its 
internal logic, rather than our genuine discovery of something else, something radically 
different or other?’61 London describes a city that can be re-constructed, effectively sketch-
ing a route to this end. On a par with what the Situationists had done some time ago, 
the film reads the city as a field of social and artistic action, a process which Gilles Ivain 
once vividly described:

‘We move into a closed landscape whose landmarks constantly draw 
us towards the past. Certain shifting angles, certain receding perspectives, 
allow us to glimpse original conceptions of space, but this vision remains 
fragmentary. It must be sought in the magical locales of fairy tales and 
surrealist writings: castles, endless walls, little forgotten bars, mammoth 
caverns’.62 (author’s emphases)

In a film which exemplifies that the representation of the city in the cinema, or any 
other medium, can never be a value-free act, but is always grounded in political discourse, 
Ivain’s thoughts seem to act like a blueprint for the two companions’ routes, in particular, 
during their expedition into the City of London, an area once populated by urban pio-
neers. Throughout their walks, Robinson and his friend the narrator – who, much like 
Poe’s one in The Man of the Crowd, returns to the city after a long absence – maintain a 
look which is consistently against the grain, always searching for signs of an unbroken 
history, which they believe is ingrained into the space itself, waiting to be discovered. A 
history which could lead to an alternative future. Naturally, this is an unfinished project. 
‘The next morning I woke up at five thirty’, is the film’s last line. This “journey to the end 
of the world” has not come to an end.
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Abstract 
The article presents the concept of creative limitations / creative constraints, found 
in several artistic media, and discusses its applicability in cinema, by analysing its 
manifestations in scriptwriting. Departing from the low budget of a film, as a creative 
constraint that affects the entire artistic endeavor, it offers some perspective over 
the changes that it produces within the script, when developing a story for a future 
low-budget production. 

A lthough the concept of creative limitations is rooted in various fields of the arts, 
it received public validation when mentioned during a TED talk by multimedia 
artist Phil Hansen. Phil Hansen is currently known for his unconventional visual 

arts practice. A mix of traditional arts and media instruments, unusual materials, and 
interactive experiences, Phil Hansen’s creations are part and parcel of a larger project, also 
launched by him, titled Goodbye Art. Phil Hansen practices perishable art, ephemerally 
materialized through all types of media, in the shape of sculptures in frozen wine, tattooed 
bananas, or sculptures made from lighting matches, subsequently lit. The popularity that 
Phil Hansen is currently enjoying stems from the fact that all his creations set out with one 
major, self-imposed limitation. This is also in accord with his life story, which he recounted 
during the TED talk, titled “Embrace the Shake”.

While an art school college student, where he was studying pointillist painting, Hansen 
discovered an affliction of his right hand, manifested through permanent shaking. This made 
it impossible for him to continue working as a painter, especially given the thoroughness 
and precision required by the pointillist works in which he took interest. The affliction was 
caused by permanent, irreparable nerve damage and led him to reroute his artistic path 
onto other creative means in the visual arts. As he recounts in his speech, Hansen also lost 
all his creativity-related landmarks.

Iulia Rugină is an associate university assistant within the Screenwriting department at the 
National University of Theatre and Film in Bucharest, while researching on low-budget filmmaking 
for her PhD thesis. She has a B.A. and a M.A. in Film Directing. She has written and directed 13 short 
films and three feature films.
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This personal crisis led him to a solution that defines his style to this day: creative 
limitations.

And I realized, if I ever wanted my creativity back, I had to quit trying 
so hard to think outside of the box and get back into it. I wondered, could 
you become more creative, then, by looking for limitations? What if I could 
only create with a dollar’s worth of supplies? […] I took this approach of 
thinking inside the box to my canvas, and wondered what if, instead of 
painting on a canvas, I could only paint on my chest? [….] Or what if, 
instead of painting with a brush, I could only paint with karate chops?1

The experiments that Phil Hansen generates with himself have given rise to some rep-
resentative works for the concept of creative limitations, which he continues to explore, 
oftentimes packaged as motivational speeches, marked by a motto he permanently displays, 
with the aid of the gigantic PR machine he has built around him: “We need to first be limited 
in order to become limitless”. 

Of course, Phil Hansen was not the first to apply limitations, in order to generate 
new forms of artistic language. In literature, the Oulipo group (Ouvroir de Littérature 
Potentielle)2, founded in France, in 1960, by a writer (Raymond Queneau) and a mathe-
matician (François Le Lionnais) and comprising French representatives of both categories, 
set out to explore the ways in which mathematical structures can be used in literary crea-
tions, by imposing very strict boundaries, under the guise of literary limitations. Some of 
those limitations included the S+7 rule (in which each noun in a text was replaced with 
the seventh noun that followed it in the dictionary), the snowball rule (applied in poetry 
and according to which each line was a single word and each word was one letter longer 
than the one before it), the lipogram (which excluded the use of certain letters throughout 
the entire text), the palindrome (which generally referred to poetic constructions wherein 
the words used are spelled the same way from left to right, as well as from right to left). 

The Oulipo limitations generated, among others, the novels of Georges Perec, La vie 
mode d’emploi and La disparition, as well as Raymond Queneau’s short story collection 
Exercises de style. The construction of Perec’s novels is based on two different limitations. 
The first is an attempt at crossed narratives, departing from the mathematical problem 
called “The knight’s magic square” (according to which the knight must visit every square 
on the chessboard without landing on the same square twice), by telling the story of 
the inhabitants of a ten-story apartment building, with ten apartments per floor, and 
adding different elements to each story, according to very carefully previously calculated 
schemes. La disparition is a novel from whose words the letter e has been eliminated, and 
whose original version is probably much more relevant, considering that words such as 
mother (mère), father (père), parents (parents) all include the letter e, and the relationship 
with one’s parents is among the book’s main themes, according to literary critic Warren 
Motte. In Exercises de style, Raymond Queneau reprised the same event, taking place on 
a bus and at a Paris railway station, 99 times, in different literary styles. There are other 
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examples as well, and the Oulipo movement is still active, with a creative force that could 
be mistaken for play, but within which each of these literary experiments actually has a 
believable creative motor.

Oulipo gave rise to a similar movement, inspired by its creative methodology and 
established by one of its very founders, Stanley Chapman – architect, designer, transla-
tor, and writer – in London, in 1991. Outrapo (Ouvroir de tragicomédie potentielle)3 
encourages the enforcement of limitations in theater. One example is the architectural 
design of a theater hall that divides the audience into three groups, obliterating their view 
in a very calculated manner, so that the same show can only be heard, or seen, or both, 
depending on where the audience is seated – according to one of three schemes: union, 
intersectional, and hexagonal.

Similar manifestations, each with its own set of limitations, have appeared in comics 
(Oubapo – l’Ouvroir de bande dessinée potentielle4), painting (Oupeingo – l’Ouvroir de 
peinture potentielle5), cuisine (l’Ouvroir de cuisine potentielle6), music (Oumupo – l’Ouvroir 
de musique potentielle7), art design (Ougrapo – l’Ouvroir de graphic design potentielle8). 

Beyond a certain rebelliousness that seems to characterize the writings and various 
outputs of these researcher-artists, the oulipian philosophy is based on a singular truth, 
which seems perfectly applicable to all media – even to the most conformist ones. Jean 
Baetens, Literature and Image Studies professor at the University of Leuven, as well as a 
poet affiliated with the Oulipo group, lists the reasons for which the presence of limitations 
is vital to artistic creation, in his essay “Doing things that don’t come naturally. A plea for 
constrained writing”: 

As Jean Ricardou, the now forgotten theoretician of the New Novel, used 
to put it, ironically playing with the May 68 slogan “il est interdit d’interdire” 
(it is forbidden to forbid): “If everything is allowed, nothing is possible.” 
In a more contemporary vocabulary: if anything goes, it’s over and out.

So, why harmful? Because unchecked freedom produces dull literature. 
[…] Freedom as spontaneity, self-expression, and improvisation does unfor-
tunately not result in what it aims to be: original and innovative writing. 
For the more one wants to be oneself, to explore or to discover oneself, the 
more one realizes (or ought to realize, if one is minimally intelligent) that 
all one discovers, explores, and therefore is, are just stereotypes, formulaic 
writing, and unreconstructed repetitions. Trying to be oneself, and to write 
things down as they come naturally, is the fastest way to the new academism 
of willful unconventionality. So please: no more cries! No more screams! 
No more howls! And: more rules, more limits, more conventions, in one 
word: more limitations!9

In the writings ascribed to this movement, which advocates the existence of limitations, 
the entire endeavor is described as the imagining of unvisited waters, followed by their 
precise charting; in brief, the employment of a certain type of boundless creative limitation, 
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wherein the constraint itself is a kind of thematic generator, as explained by Jean Jacques 
Poucel, contemporary French literature associate professor at Yale University:

As antidote, limitations serve to liberate even the most blocked writer. 
But there are two more layers in the game of designing constraint. As lim-
itations can directly inform or determine the content of the work, there is 
the exacting creative energy invested in their execution […] What’s more, 
in certain cases, the choices brought on by the constraint itself thematize 
the work, and thereby underscore a basic metaliterary principle, or axiom 
of Oulipian writing: a text written according to a constraint speaks directly 
of that constraint.10

Therefore, Oulipo integrates the limitation and transforms it into a generator of 
meaning. This idea is worth bearing in mind, for a further analysis applied to limitations 
in filmmaking.

The idea of constraint-boosted creativity can also be found in the work method of 
Russian composer Igor Stravinsky, who often employed it in his music, through various 
processes that affected the tempo or musical notes he used. As the man himself wrote in his 
book Poetics of Music in the Form of Six Lessons, this refers to a personal need for imposing 
limitations, in the struggle against the lack of inspiration:

The more art is controlled, limited, worked over, the more it is free. 
As for myself, I experience a sort of terror when, at the moment of setting 
to work and finding myself before the infinitude of possibilities that pres-
ent themselves, I have the feeling that everything is permissible to me. If 
everything is permissible to me, the best and the worst, if nothing offers me 
any resistance, then any effort is inconceivable, and I cannot use anything 
as a basis, and consequently every undertaking becomes futile. […] What 
delivers me from the anguish into which an unrestricted freedom plunges 
me is the fact that I am always able to turn immediately to the concrete 
things that are here in question. I have no use for a theoretic freedom. Let 
me have something finite, definite matter that can lend itself to my operation 
only insofar as it is commensurate with my possibilities.11

When transferring these ideas to the field of cinema, one may analyse the manner 
in which these creative limitations can be applied toward boosting creativity in the art 
of filmmaking. The first step in this analysis would be to identify these limitations. This 
endeavor, however, must not overlook one detail: of all the arts mentioned above, save 
for the theater, filmmaking is not an individual art form. The filmmaker does not work 
alone, and their efforts depend on the contributions of other creators. As such, any indi-
vidual constraint impacts the others and vice versa. The authorial independence afforded 
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by literature, painting, and other visual arts, does not really exist in the cinema, for, no 
matter how strong the director’s mark, the creative decisions and their execution do not 
entirely belong to them. This might lead to the idea that a personal constraint upheld by 
just one of those involved in the making of a film does not necessarily support Stravinsky’s 
idea. The creative process of making a movie is not contained by a single mind. As such, 
something is required to integrate the set of limitations applicable for each member of the 
creative team (screenwriters, directors, cinematographers, etc.), and the solutions identified 
in eliminating these limitations, on all levels, must actually lead to a boost in creativity. In 
other words, a constraint that affects the entire team.

The most common constraint that impinges upon the creativity of a filmmaking 
endeavor is a very low budget. One could argue that a small budget is not a self-imposed 
option, but that, most often, is the result of economic impossibilities, an unfavorable con-
text, or the author’s status, which does not allow for any other option. As such, it is not an 
optional constraint, but the status quo imposed by a system. However, we can still discuss a 
beneficial direction and, consequently, the validation of its importance. By looking at the 
mechanisms derived from these limitations, one may also notice a few aspects of cinematic 
creation which are, in fact, affected, and, why not, creatively boosted. In the following, I will 
strictly refer to mainstream movie productions, with audience potential and conventional 
in terms of storytelling, by departing from the idea that the most important amendments 
that derive from budget limitations are most visible in the script.

Departing from an idea issued in 2015 by screenwriter and script consultant Antoine 
Le Bos, one can employ the metaphor of a story describing a boxing match between two 
men, in the attempt to understand how the same situation is rendered both when the 
budget is satisfactory, as well as when it is not. When the budget is large, the fight in the 
arena can be dramatically described in a lot of ways. One can depict the entire arena, 
generate actions in the stands, create characters among the ranks of spectators, coaches, or 
their families. However, when the budget of this hypothetical film does not allow for the 
visual coverage of such ample space (via location, extras, a large number of actors, complex 
filming, etc.), the focus immediately falls onto the main conflict, the one between the two 
boxers. As such, the conflict is moved under a magnifying glass, under which the only 
elements the screenwriter can work with make up the actual point of interest in the story: 
the two characters fighting. Developing this conflict becomes the only element generating 
dramatic tension and, as such, exploring it dives into the depth of things, characters, power 
relations, and the action per se. The conflict around which the story is concentrated is 
sustained by delving into the story, rather than depicting it. Therefore, the story does not 
extend ‘horizontally’, by covering the entire arena, but ‘vertically’, as an increasingly more 
minute dissection of dramatic elements. As such, some potential crutches in articulating 
conflict are eliminated and one seeks out the elements that render this conflict complex: 
characters, space, and time. In order to sustain this conflict, the characters become more 
complex (because there is an increase in the attention paid to the details that define them), 
space becomes important (because it diminishes), and time becomes vital (because the story 
takes place in the here and the now). Less becomes more, in the words of Ludwig Mies van 
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der Rohe, for, in a parallel with architecture, the concept of ‘less is more’, introduced by 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe to describe his minimalist esthetic, seems applicable here – at 
least on a metaphoric level. According to van der Rohe’s concept, the subject matter is 
reduced to the strictly necessary elements. In the construction of a script, a boxing rink 
subjected to external logistic limitations, the story is reorganized by only retaining and 
boosting the necessary elements.

The question derived from these observations is what are those elements that supplant 
the lack of resources and contribute to the in-depth exploration of a story, retaining the 
general dramatic construction elements that have to do with character, conflict, and theme? 
Assuming that, given its abstract character, the theme of a film might not be affected by 
influences pertaining to its budget, what remains to be analysed is the manner in which 
relating to character and conflict are amended, when we are dealing with limited financial 
resources. 

In order to be able to answer the question, it is important to mention the script elements 
that generally increase the production costs of the film based upon it. Regardless of the 
concrete costs (subject to global economic relativity), any producer, irrespective of their 
country of origin, will spend more if they are dealing with a large number of locations, 
numerous characters, special effects, stunts and, generally speaking, any element that leads 
to an increase in the number of filming days (translated into equipment and crew costs). 
Consequently, the characteristics of a ‘cheap’ script are: a small number of locations, few 
characters and an aesthetic minimalism, in general. Since aesthetic minimalism is not 
mandatory and entirely dictated by the script, we are left facing two elements that strictly 
pertain to the dramatic construction: few locations, few characters.

Locke (Steven Knight, 2013)
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THE CHARACTER CONSTRAINT
The low number of characters (one, two, or a few) leads to an increase in the attention 
paid to each of them. In the script of a low-budget film, secondary characters can remain 
unfeatured in the film per se. They can be present as voices (telephone conversations), 
letters (emails, text messages, etc.), or through the stories of other characters, even though 
their concrete presence is amiss and replaced through elements in the script. There are 
films with a single character: Locke (directed by Steven Knight, 2013), All Is Lost (directed 
by J.C. Chandor, 2013), Moon (directed by Duncan Jones, 2009), Secret Honor (directed 
by Robert Altman, 1984); films with two characters: Gerry (directed by Gus Van Sant, 
2002), Sleuth (Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1972), My Dinner with Andre (directed by Louis 
Malle, 1981), En la cama (directed by Matias Bize, 2005); films with three characters: 
Tape (directed by Richard Linklater, 2001), The Blair Witch Project (directed by Daniel 
Myrick, Eduardo Sánchez, 1999). 

It’s easy to intuit why the importance of characters in the script increases when we’re 
dealing with a low budget. In the absence of other resources, the element of dramatic 
force derives from the character. It’s true that this generally applies to script. Screenwriter 
and theorist Syd Field describes the character as “the essential internal foundation of your 
screenplay. The cornerstone. It is the heart and soul and nervous system of your screenplay”12. 
However, in a low-budget film, the character receives more importance, for at least three 
obvious reasons: they are often alone or in direct relation with very few other characters, 
which means the magnifying glass is often placed upon them; most often, their actions 
determine the narrative development (most of these screenplays are the character-driven 
type); their inner struggle is complex, as they are often the sole protagonist. 

Tape (Richard Linklater, 2001)
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Indeed, in most cases, the characters’ inner demons are the true narrative motor. Inner 
conflicts take center stage, inner crises, personal decisions, and moral issues are present in 
a lot of films of this kind. In many cases, the protagonist’s inner conflict overlaps with the 
surface-level conflict within the story, often identifying with it. Such characters are often 
placed in limit situations, wherein their decisions are generated by strong inner tensions 
and from which they cannot escape undamaged. Most often, the characters in these kinds 
of films have a choice between one evil and another type of evil, and good is rarely an 
option. In short, a story about what is inside a character seems harder to tell if one does 
not delve inside them, to the most profound of depths. The boxing rink metaphor is, once 
again, perfectly applicable.

Another important element to note with regards to character construction in low-budget 
film, regardless of the examples analysed, is the ample use of dialog. The process through 
which one reaches this situation is perfectly explainable, considering the limitations with 
which a script of this type is confronted: the few locations, jumps in time, and characters 
encumber the process of ‘showing’ (generally specific for cinema) and favor that of ‘telling’ 
(rather more ramified in the theater).

In her book Creating Unforgettable Characters: A Practical Guide to Character Development 
in Films, TV Series, Advertisements, Novels & Short Stories, Linda Seger, another major 
screenwriting theorist, lists some necessary themes for character construction: 1. The 
character’s biography; 2. Consistencies and paradoxes; 3. The backstory; 4. Psychology; 
5. Relationships; 6. Supporting characters and interactions; 7. Dialog. In the absence of 
temporal jumps, of presenting the character in various contexts (different locations and 
moments), consistent relationships (the protagonist interacts with very few supporting 
characters), many of the elements that define a character are left to dialogs, according to 
Linda Seger. In this case, the dialog must make up for the absence of the other elements. 
The character’s biography becomes vital and specificity becomes mandatory. Aside from 
the case in which we’re dealing with parables, i.e., straightforwardly archetypal charac-
ters, the more complex the character’s biography, the higher the interest in it, even if it’s 
only revealed through dialog. The same process seems to occur in the case of paradoxes, 
backstory, and interactions with the other characters. It seems that, by making use of a 
single main medium (dialog), all the other elements require intensification. The principle 
of “less is more”, this time reinterpreted – so that “less” refers to expression through dialog, 
while “more” to the information it relays – only applies if that which remains unseen 
intensifies. The backstory becomes essential. The characters’ paradox generates conflict. 
And the secondary characters gain importance in the story, all the more so since they are 
not present on screen.

THE SPACE CONSTRAINT
The low number of characters in low-budget film scripts is not relevant in and of itself, but 
through what happens to them. By following the logical thread, a single character present 
in the film can pass through one hundred different locations, and this will not reduce the 
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budget of the film – quite the contrary. Therefore, these characters need to directly relate to 
the second element subject to limitations: space. Very often, this space becomes a dramatic 
agent, taking on a force that is almost equal to those of the characters. Oftentimes, space 
actually becomes an antagonist for the character placed in situations of imprisonment. 
The interdependence between character and space can go to such lengths that space and 
character develop an antagonistic relation, which might generate conflict. 

In direct relation with script time, remaining in the same space throughout the entire 
duration of a film does not require screenwriting exculpations when there are no jumps in 
time. The action is contiguous, most likely realistic, one in which the characters live out 
their situations within a single place. In this case, the situations depicted contain within 
themselves a dramatic tension determined by the conflict between the characters that pop-
ulate this space. The conflict in the film Tape (directed by Richard Linklater, 2001) is not 
directly connected to room 19 of the motel where the action takes place, but to the very 
strong power relations between the three characters. Beyond the sense of estrangement, 
which derives from placing the action in a motel room, the room doesn’t take on any dra-
matic role. One might say the story could work in a relatively similar manner in a different 
meeting place, which grants the characters’ intimacy. The same could be said about 12 
Angry Men (directed by Sidney Lumet, 1957). In the natural order of the film, the twelve 
jurors could not be placed in any other place aside from a room within a courthouse, but 
it’s not the room that generates the conflict, but, once again, the power relations between 
the characters and their subject of debate. It is true that, in this case, the space contributes 
to the accumulation of tension in the film (the characters cannot leave, nor communicate 
with the outside world, the room is very hot).

But in the case of a film such as Lifeboat (directed by Alfred Hitchcock, 1944), it is the 
very fact that all characters are placed in the same boat that constitutes the main motor of 

12 Angry Men (Sidney Lumet, 1957)
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the conflict. In this case, much like in the saying ‘there’s no smoke without fire’, there’s no 
film with no boat. A more in-depth foray into this category, in which the space becomes 
a part of the dramatic writing, allows one to identify a series of films in which the space 
takes on the tasks of a character, up to the point where it becomes an antagonist in the 
story. This concerns the films whose premise consists of characters who are stuck, locked 
up, isolated, without any semblance of escaping certain spaces, such as Buried (directed 
by Rodrigo Cortés, 2010), The Blair Witch Project (directed by Daniel Myrick, Eduardo 
Sánchez, 1999), or the series Paranormal Activity.

However, a single space is not enough to generate a low-budget film, for, as indicated 
above, it must directly relate to the characters and the time elapsed. A film such as Phone 
Booth (directed by Joel Schumacher, 2002) contains a great deal of elements that lead it 
to a low-budget film structure: a complex character, a construction based on dialog to a 
great extent, powerful stakes and the time factor, which ups the tension. But the reasons 
for which Phonebooth cannot, under any circumstances, be categorized under the type of 
narrative style described here is the showdown on the secondary plane. Phonebooth focuses 
on the boxing arena, but the boxing arena only exists because the stands exist. The con-
ditioning is direct, which actually also applies to the movie Dog Day Afternoon (directed 
by Sidney Lumet, 1975), where the main location remains the headquarters of the bank 
that Sonny and Sal are trying to rob, but the film’s conflict and stakes are conditioned by 
what happens outside of it.

In the film 127 Hours (directed by Danny Boyle, 2010), the same option to show the 
‘stands’ through the character’s flashbacks breaks down the stylistic unity that might have 
pegged it a low-budget film, even if, after all, 127 Hours tells the (real) tale of a man stuck 
between cliffs for 127 hours.

127 Hours (Danny Boyle, 2010)
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One can conclude that the premise which places characters in a space they cannot escape 
from is not enough to remain within the confines of the above-mentioned stylistic. By 
applying the boxing match metaphor, the conflict within the story determines the dramatic 
structure, meaning that if the two boxers are fighting each other, the script maintains its 
minimalistic profile and can be produced on a low budget. When they fight those in the 
stands, placing their fight in the arena alone becomes nearly impossible. 

However, there is one example mentioned above, in which the conflict develops 
between the stuck character and the outside world, yet the struggle remains centered on 
the character and the very limited space. In the film Buried, the character, played by Ryan 
Reynolds, is stuck in a coffin. The camera never leaves this space and the chronology is 
never broken. The difference between Buried and 127 Hours, however, lies with a dramatic 
element that the character in Buried has upon himself at the beginning of the film, while 
the one in 127 Hours never did: a phone. Obviously, it can be argued that 127 Hours was 
made after a true story, which happened exactly as such, but when limiting the discussion 
to the analysis of a fiction screenplay, it is obvious that the option of cutting off any means 
of communication with the outside world raises the stakes and places the character in a 
difficult situation. Yet in the case of Danny Boyle’s film, the jump to the exterior is much 
rather a directorial choice, which has to do with his personal style, as perhaps the story 
might have worked even if he had stood by the side of the character between the two 
boulders in the Utah canyon. And that is because the character owns another item that 
helps and supports the dramatic writing: a video camera with which he records himself, in 
the hope it will be found after his death. This aspect makes it easier to show the character 
elements mentioned above: biography, backstory, relationships, etc., through a sole means 
of storytelling – dialog. That’s because it is generally less likely and less believable that a 
character stuck in one place would talk to themselves, to the point where the spectator 
could comprehend their complexity. As such, inventing these crutches (most often tech-
nological) supports the dramatic writing13.

In brief, in the case of stories based on the premise of a character stuck in one place, 
which they cannot escape, so long as the outside world performs the role of the antagonist 
in the story, means to communicate with it are required, should one want to exclude it from 
the script. These means are those that enable the use of dialog (e.g. phone, video camera, 
recorder, etc.), so that the action of the film can be constructed through its character, all 
the more so when the character is alone.

In fact, using technology as a dramatic writing crutch is an interesting aspect, noticeable 
in quite a lot of low-budget films. It’s true that including mobile phone screens, emails, 
or text messages is possible and often encountered in all types of films, but in the case of 
a low-budget film, they become part and parcel of the narrative thread, essential to telling 
the story as a whole. The explanation is simple: when limitations impinge on space and 
characters, the necessary information to construct a conflict must come in other ways.

What is interesting to notice when we’re dealing with a singular space is that, more 
often than not, this space is transformed, borrows dramatic attributes, offers solutions, 
or functions as an antagonist. The set design and props that people use in this space are 
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scriptwriting, not directorial instruments; they are decisions taken at the scriptwriting 
stage, on which the development of the story entirely depends. 

THE TIME CONSTRAINT
By following this line of thought, one may identify a third element that works like a 
catalyst in relation to the other two: time. Admittedly, a space can become an antagonist 
(thus directly involved in the conflict), the dramatic tension may rise, and the entire 
situation might escalate when the story is time-constrained. Time in a screenplay is not 
conditioned by budget limitations. A screenplay time-lapse costs nothing at all, yet its 
role in a low-budget story is to catalyze the energies of the other two elements mentioned 
above: characters and space. If space works best as a prison, in order to amplify conflict, 
the same logic dictates that time works best as a stopwatch.

In the case of a film with a limited budget, time seems to catalyze the preexisting 
dramatic tension between space and characters. Major time-lapses are often absent in low-
budget films. Temporal continuity is applied to small units: the film’s real time (Buried, 
Locke, 12 Angry Men, Tape), one night (En la cama, 2 Night), a few days (The Blair Witch 
Project). This is obviously a means to limiting financial efforts (a single set of costumes, 
make-up continuity, most often location continuity), but time is far more valuable for the 
construction of the script than for cutting costs; in other words, it brings much more to 
the table when it acts as a catalyst. 

In an analysis published in 2014, script consultant Danny Manus refers to the impor-
tance of the time factor in screenplay construction. He says that, regardless of the film’s 
genre, using an instrument in the story such as the pressure of time automatically raises the 
stakes for both character and conflict. However, for this mechanism to work, it is essential 
that the character is aware of this time that is running out. At the same time, the narrative 
structure must constantly adapt to the time factor, meaning that chronology and dosing 
tension must be very thoroughly handled.

It is true that this mechanism is most often encountered in the case of action films, but 
a careful consideration of low-budget films, corroborated with Danny Manus’ statements, 
can reveal a difference. In the case of action films, the time factor first applies to the viewer. 
The spectacle generated by this tension is dedicated to the viewer, all the more so since 
it is very often inserted into a plot driven type story. In this type of structure, the ticking 
clock mechanism rather refers to an imminent major event (the bomb will explode, Earth 
will be destroyed, the hostages will be killed, etc.). 

In the case of minimalist films, time most often only impacts the character, which means 
that it influences their development, inner struggle, and decisions throughout the script. 
Thus, time becomes a far more conscious choice in a minimalist story, as it is just a means 
for reaching the character’s interior. The fact that the night ends before the characters in 
2 Night can find a parking spot only matters to them. The fact that Ivan Locke will not 
be present at the birth of his child only changes his emotional trajectory. The fact that the 
characters in 12 Angry Men won’t finish deliberating before the start of the ball game only 
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puts pressure on them. In fact, the time factor within a script of this kind does more than 
increase tension (a common aspect to any film, as Danny Manus argues): it determines a 
foray within the depths of the character.

It is, perhaps, worth bearing in mind that although most low-budget films contain 
one time unit, with no major time lapses in the chronology, this is neither a prerequisite, 
nor a classification criterion. Returning once more to Phone Booth or Dog Day Afternoon, 
the time unit (both movies happen nearly in real time) only increases the tension, by 
no means decreasing production costs. As such, time rather impinges on the dramatic 
construction of low-budget films, to the point where it generates virtual themes, traumas, 
and character transformations.

As opposed to the other two elements, characters and space, compressing time in a 
script does not reduce production costs, but working with the three elements of the triad 
character-space-time represents a creative limitation that leads low-budget film stories to 
certain common characteristics.

 In reviewing the several examples analysed up to this point, it seems that the Oulipo 
philosophy can sometimes be applied to film. Limiting the performance space to a single 
location, out of financial reasons, generates a general palette of themes connected to claus-
trophobia, the theme of space acting as a prison and becoming an antagonist in the story 
being told. The presence of a very small number of characters highlights themes such as 
communication, human psychology, individual traumas. The film that speaks of a boxing 
ring whose stands are never shown actually speaks more of the two individuals fighting. 
The type of constraint does, indeed, amend the film’s range of themes.

Low-budget productions generally take place in the immediate reality and in a space 
that is deeply anchored in the social context of the times. Most often, they are centered 
around a realistic, complex character, in direct relation with the environment to which they 
belong. The environment they belong to plays an extremely important part in generating 
the story of the film. Very often, characters in low-budget films have a problem stemming 
from the space in which they are located. Most often, this space is keeping them prisoners, 
be it physical or emotional captivity.

The protagonist’s main conflict is usually with themselves or with one, or very few, 
external antagonic elements. Conflicts are generally minimal in terms of forces at play, the 
‘struggle’ is much rather an internal one, the dramas are personal, and the issues approached 
rather refer to the immediate human being (at the primal level) – the states of mind, emo-
tions, panics, fears, and revelations of the human being, in relation to their fellow beings. 
While the subjects of the films vary, all of them tend toward narrative minimalism. Most 
often, the stories occur in real time, and in a singular, well-defined space.

On the whole, low-budget film is a byproduct of the technology that has become 
accessible over the past 50 years, and of the democratization of cinema, not at all that of a 
set of self-imposed authorial restrictions, undertaken in the hope of discovering new ways 
of screenplay storytelling. Regarding the low-budget film, recent history rather indicates 
some symptoms, whose analysis could outline some future directions, instead of recipes 
for success. But it is interesting to notice how film, starting with the script, but on to other 
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stages of production, is benefitting from results similar to those found in other fields of 
the arts. The creative process, different from one art to the other, does nonetheless follow 
a common emotional route, eventually visible not just in the eyes of its craftsmen, but 
also in the end result itself – be it materialized as film, literature, or music. Regardless of 
the motor behind them, to stick to the logic of Igor Stravinsky’s statements is to say that 
creative limitations eventually become a manner of liberation:

I shall go even further: my freedom will be so much the greater and more 
meaningful the more narrowly I limit my field of action and the more I 
surround myself with obstacles. Whatever diminishes constraint, diminishes 
strength. The more limitations one imposes, the more one frees one’s self 
of the chains that shackle the spirit.14
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Abstract 
The article analyses the making of the television theatre production The Picture, 
directed by Lucian Pintilie, for Hollywood Television Theatre, using elements of his 
applied aesthetics as they are presented in his artistic autobiography bricabrac, 
published only in Romanian. These elements are: incorporation into ‘the Real’, 
metaphysical gag, matter and antimatter, intensity of the moment and celestial 
mechanics. 
 
Keywords 
Eugene Ionesco, Lewis Freedman, Hollywood Television Theatre, absurd theatre, 
farce, circus humour

I n 1971 Lucian Pintilie is invited by Hollywood Television Theatre – Channel 131 to 
direct Eugene Ionesco’s play The Chairs. He accepts the invitation with one condition: 
instead of the seminal text proposed by producer Lewis Freedman, he wants to stage 

a less known play of Ionesco, Le Tableau (The Picture, 1954), which he considered a ‘chef-
d’oeuvre ignored, in the first place, by its author’ (Pintilie, 2003:303)2. Pintilie’s personal 
motivation for this choice was that the play’s ‘combination of nihilism, surrealism and 
circus humour’ (Pintilie, 2003:306) was echoing his state of spirit at that moment: ‘The 
Picture matched my tempestuous nihilism, the destroying and macabre – yet deliriously 
buoyant – way I was feeling the theatre (and the world) at that time.’ (ibid.)

Subtitled by Ionesco guignolade, the play is an absurd farce which turns grotesque, 
with four characters – Le Gros Monsieur (The Fat Gentleman), The Painter, Alice (the 
sister of Le Gros Monsieur) and The Neighbour Lady. A successful stockbroker wants to 
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buy a painting from a poor painter, ‘excessively timid’ and dull. A soul of an artist deep 
down, he craves for beauty. The playwright indicates in didascalies his prosperity by his 
generous features, the several golden objects he uses to pick his teeth, nose, and ears and 
by the imposing leather armchair in which he sits, in front of an enormous desk which 
occupies the middle of the stage. On the contrast, his sister Alice is described by Ionesco as 
‘very old, wears a dirty apron, heavy, worn shoes, messy white hair gets out of her bonnet. 
She has glasses and carries in her hand a white cane. She has only one arm; always sniffles 
and sometimes blows her nose through her fingers.’ (Ionesco, 1995:137) The playwright 
depicts his characters in a grotesque manner pushed to extremes, a theatrical device meant 
to keep the audience outside the psychological realism convention. The same didascalies 
give a suggestion on the acting: ‘Everything could be acted in the Marx Brothers style.’ 

Le Gros Monsieur behaves rudely to his sister, despising her for her ugliness and con-
stantly sending her back to the kitchen, while he negotiates with the humble painter the 
price of a painting depicting a beautiful woman, with an ‘imperial air’, a queen maybe, 
with features barely recognizable: ‘Her legs, her ankles and her torso are not visible, yet 
can be guessed out,’ (Ionesco, 1995:158) says the rich businessman, while contemplating 
the painting he had hung out on the wall. Once the poor painter has left with his hands 
almost empty, the situation is suddenly reversed, and the power relationship between the 
brother and sister is radically transformed. Ionesco indicates the change in Alice’s personality 
as ‘shockingly aggressive’ while Le Gros Monsieur bends more and more in humility. In 
the second part of the play, the ugly sister becomes the abuser and her brother the victim. 

Sexually aroused by the carnal beauty of art, Le Gros Monsieur literally consumes 
the painting – he touches it, smells it, even tries to place a tridimensional crown on the 
beautiful woman’s head. Ionesco’s didascalies set again the style of acting: ‘The actor can 
be as erotic as the censorship allows it, or as much as the audience can take it; or he can be 
lyric in a ridiculous, and emphatic way. Either way, he must be silly.’ (Ionesco, 1995:167)

Alice becomes more and more aggressive in her effort to keep her brother’s attention 
on calculating the millions made at the stock exchange, instead of getting himself lost in 
the picture’s contemplation. Literally beaten with his sister’s white cane, exasperated by the 
psychological torture administrated by Alice with mathematical cruelty, Le Gros Monsieur 
goes to the kitchen and brings on the stage a revolver. He will use it to shoot the mean and 
ugly Alice, who magically transforms into a beautiful woman, identical with the painted 
one. The white wig and the glasses fall off, while Alice’s arm grows back, under the audi-
ence’s eyes – a ‘scenic effect’, as Ionesco calls it. ‘Painting with the revolver,’ says Le Gros 
Monsieur, who adds Alice was ‘re-educated by terror’. The same transformative artistic 
act is performed on the ugly Neighbour Lady, who invited herself into the apartment to 
do some knitting, and on the Painter, whom a simple bullet turns into Prince Charming!

Spellbound by the art’s power, Le Gros Monsieur holds the revolver to his head, in 
a desperate attempt to transform himself into a work of art. In a fairground atmosphere 
festivals indicated by Ionesco, he steps closer to the proscenium arch, begging the audience 
to shoot him: ‘Who wants to shoot me? Does anyone want to shoot me, as well? Who 
wants to shoot?’ (Ionesco, 1995:176)
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The final scene of the play bears Ionesco’s trademark, who polemically challenges 
the audience in all his dramatic writings. The ending of The Picture is actually a reversed 
dramatic situation of the rejected ending of The Bald Prima Donna (1948), ‘where the 
Philistine audience was to have been machined gunned from the stage’. (Esslin, 2001:167)

Unlike the 1955 failed staging of The Picture by French director Robert Postec, Pintilie 
was extremely successful in materializing on a television set the guignolesque atmosphere 
indicated by Ionesco, the circus humour, the clowning over-acting style, the grotesque of 
the situation, the “idiotic” non-sensical development of the plot. It is the idiocy of the 
whole theatrical endeavour, from writing to staging and acting that Ionesco felt compelled 
to stress out in the introduction of the Pleiade edition of his play, warning on the dangers 
of realism and of the open critique directed towards the artist’s capitalist exploitation, in 
staging the text:

In fact this Punch and Judy play must be acted by circus clowns in the 
most childish, exaggerated, idiotic manner possible. … The reversals of 
situations must happen brusquely, violently, crudely, without preparation. 
… It is only by extreme exemplification … that the meaning of this farce 
can be brought out and become acceptable through its very unacceptability 
and idiocy. (apud Esslin, 2001:167)

The American critics acclaimed Pintilie’s television adaptation of The Picture. Cecil Smith’s 
review published in Los Angeles Times refers to Pintilie as the ‘brilliant young Romanian 
director’ who directed a ‘widely excessive slapstick comedy’ that develops into ‘a bursting 
fireworks of beauty’ and ends as a ‘desperate tragedy’. Variety’s critic describes the TV play in 
vivid images: in clown pants and dressing gown, Le Gros Monsieur played by American actor 
Jacques Aubuchon jumps furiously on his desk, snores, picks his teeth, splashes the Painter 
with a garden hose, as if watering a plant, all in an atmosphere of circus humour conducted 
by Pintilie as a ‘controlled abandonment’ (apud Pintilie, 2003:306-7). In his comments on 
this review, the director highlights controlled abandonment has been the North Star of his 
theatrical work, experimented as ‘the simulated free fall’ in his Pirandello’s productions.

Yet, it is the ending of the play which fired up Pintilie’s creative imagination, pushing 
him to look for an unusual, radical artistic solution to the absence of a real audience 
on the television set. So, he decided to get out of the television set to the streets of Los 
Angeles, and to continue the play with a happening filmed in a ciné-verité manner. This 
is how he motivates his decision in bricabrac, in an exposé recapturing the excitement of 
the discussion between him and the producer Lewis Freedman, and which reads out more 
as a stream of consciousness, than a structured dialogue: 

We are on TV, the public doesn’t exist, go, man, and look for it in the 
street, “Le gros monsieur” gets out of the screen, runs, searches on the Sunset 
Boulevard (…) for a kind man to shoot him, pushes the gun against the 
belly of the American citizen – a real gun, not a circus one – “Would you 
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mind firing at me?”, are you aware, Lewis, what a sensational passage from 
the Marx Brothers to ciné-verité (Lewis Freedman, the producer, trembles 
with fear and pleasure) and what happens next, he asks me pallidly, well, this 
is exactly the brilliant thing about it, that we don’t know, forgive me Lewis 
for telling you so directly, it’s only like this that I’m making the ending, 
what I would love most would be in a hotel, like this one, something like 
Somerset Maugham type, I will grab him to get into a hotel, you’re mad, 
you’re mad, he gesticulates and runs away, Bob Kennedy was shot here, ok, 
ok, I’m not stubborn, I run after him. … In the evening the contract was 
signed – with a clause stipulating the conditions for the end of the play. 
The ending will be shot live, on Sunset Boulevard. (Pintilie, 2003:307-8)

Coming the day of the shooting, despite the fact the LA Chief of Police (a former actor 
who loved movies) approved the shooting on the Sunset Boulevard, the Romanian director 
changed his mind at the very last minute. The script he wrote for the ciné-verité scene 
didn’t feel that compelling anymore. In the last scene, Le Gros Monsieur, to be executed 
in an hour, surrounded by his seven children and wife, ‘all Xerox copies of the paternal 
model (fat, wearing clown wigs, all crying) is waiting to be pardoned by the governor of 
California. Troubled by this Mexican telenovela, (…) at the very last minute, I melted 
down and I moved the shooting from Sunset Boulevard to the unexpressive parking lot 
next to the studio. I destroyed the film’s end’. (Pintilie, 2003:308)

However, despite Pintilie’s personal disappointment, the television audience experienced 
the existential cathartic impact he sought, even if the scene shot in the parking lot was less 
challenging than the ciné-verité version without a controlled outcome. In the eyes of Los 
Angeles Time’s critic Cecil Smith, the final scene in which ‘Aubuchon’s bulky body is shot 
down in a parking lot by unseen machine guns, his top hat rolling across the pavement 
(…) is a dark and devasting experience.’ He adds: ‘In the case of The Picture, it is not easy 
to watch; it is harder to forget’. (Smith, 1971).

ART OF CIRCUS AND METAPHYSICAL GAG:  
EDUCATING THE AUDIENCE PERCEPTION
The aggressive challenge of the audience in order to force it into questioning the human 
existence is part of Eugene Ionesco’s aesthetics: “An artistic creation is by its very novelty 
aggressive, spontaneously aggressive; it is directed against the public, against the bulk of 
the public; it causes indignation by its unusualness, which is itself a form of indignation.” 
(apud Esslin, 2001:169)

Pintilie created the unusualness Ionesco is speaking about by abruptly switching the cold 
medium of television (in Marshall McLuhan’s terms) with the hot one of film. This artistic 
choice didn’t leave the television viewer enough time to adjust to the new form of perception. 
Everything seemed more awkward than it already was – a ‘phantasmagoria of flamboyant, 
exuberant slap-stick surrounding the pompous Aubuchon,’ (Smith, 1971) – , acted by 
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clowns in a silly, excessive and grotesque manner, that went beyond the Marx Brothers’ circus 
humour. ‘The play literally leaps out of the TV screen,’ writes the Los Angeles Times critic.

The contrast between the final scene’s theatricality, its artificial construction and the 
naturalistic banality of the set – a grey, anonymous parking lot – brings out the falsity of 
everyday life and its lack of substance. Following Ionesco’s didascalies, Pintilie devised an 
‘extreme exemplification’ of the grotesque farce of Le Gros Monsieur to force the audience 
to take an existential leap, in order to experience, and not to understand, the deep meaning 
of the text. The “cover up” of nothingness with beautifully adorned walls sends you in 
front of the firing squad. And the lie is even more terrible when Beauty and Art are used 
to efface the emptiness of life.

The Picture is a ‘metaphysical gag’, a generic name given by Pintilie to a theatrical and 
film device which he uses to achieve what he calls ‘the intensity of the instant moment’ 
(Pintilie, 2003:217-8). The ontological moment is generated when the fictional, secondary 
world of the text (as he calls it) intersects with the real, material one, ‘when the Antimatter 
and Matter meet’ (Pintilie, 2003:216). A process that he describes as the incorporation of 
text in Reality, into ‘The Real’ (Pintilie, 2003:360).

The incorporation into reality of Le Gros Monsieur / Aubuchon is designed by the 
director as a big splash of energy. In the final scene described by Cecil Smith in his review, 
after he has fallen down under the bullet rampage unleashed by unseen machine guns, 
Aubuchon’s frock coat is ‘exploding in a literal torrent of blood splashing out like bright red 
paint (…)’ (Smith, 1971). The actual physical phenomenon of annihilation of antimatter 
by matter generates energy, according to physicists. In The Picture energy bursts out at the 
physical contact of the rich man’s fat figure, empty on the inside, with the consistency of 
the material world. 

The incorporation of the fictional world into ‘The Real’ is possible due to the double 
nature of reality, which one has to be aware of constantly. Pintilie confesses he educated 
his gaze by watching, when he was a kid, how the peasants eat: “No fantastic prose could 
reveal more about the double nature of reality then this simple, elementary spectacle in 
which each gesture expressed a cosmic order. It was then when I started to educate my 
gaze. Always looking for this celestial mechanics.” (Pintilie, 2003:357-8)

In The Picture the Romanian director combined the insane circus humour and the 
negating spirit of carnival to deconstruct reality at its ultimate detail, but this time under 
different conditions of experimentation. It’s only by sinking into Chaos and its irration-
ality that one can understand the Order of reality. The teleplay is an exercise in educating 
the gaze of the spectator, who by watching the upside-down world of Le Gros Monsieur 
/ Aubuchon and his grotesque sister learns to see beyond it. All this feels like an actual 
experience, and not as a theatrical artifice: 

In a cell-like gray, concrete courtyard, behind whose walks lurks his 
hideously deformed sister, one hand a hook (…) Aubuchon swings across 
the courtyard on vines like Tarzan, at other times sprinkles the dead sticks of 
a garden (and the painter) with a garden hose which is apparently attached 
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to an unmanned pump. (…) [M]uch later in the play, Aubuchon pushes 
the same hose into his sister’s mouth, then shoots her and dashed to the 
pump which then gushes forth bright red blood which he thirstily gulps. 
But the shooting only transforms the hideous crone into a beautiful prin-
cess. The painter is transformed into a circus performer on a bicycle. The 
courtyard comes ablaze with colored lights as Aubuchon shoots again and 
again. (Smith, 1971)

 
For Pintilie circus gags are a ritualistic revelation of the celestial mechanics which 

orchestrates each event of our lives: ‘Watch Buster Keaton’s or Chaplin’s movement (in 
their first movies, of course). Nothing is real. What exists is only a memory of the Real 
– hallucinating precise and selective –, the Real is transposed into a celestial mechanics’. 
(Pintilie, 2003:357-8)

From this perspective, the choice for Ionesco’s less know text The Picture could also 
be seen as an opportunity for him to explore America’s specific type of circus humour, 
targeted at an American audience, within a narrative which at least on the surface told a 
familiar story. This is how the TV guides presented it:

• Synopsis 1: Story of a rich man who seeks to buy beauty.
• Synopsis 2:  An unhappy rich old man who unsuccessfully tries to buy beauty by purchasing 

a painting from a young artist.
It’s only that the transposition of the reality presented in the synopsis into the celestial 

mechanics of The Picture doesn’t have anything to do with the familiarity of the story, 
as it is told in the newspapers. Mediated by the TV and film cameras, Ionesco’s theatre 
was incorporated into the American reality, pushing the viewer to see what lies beneath.

ENDNOTES
1. Hollywood Television Theatre is an anthology series produced by KCET Los Angeles, a PBS 

affiliate, for the purpose of adapting stage plays for the small screen. It ran between 1970 and 

1978 and featured early appearances by many distinguished members of the acting fraternity.

2. All the quotations from Lucian Pintilie’s bricabrac in this article are translated from Romanian by 

the author of the article.
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The validity and necessity of 
documentary animation film 
in telling our real stories 
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Abstract 
This article analyses the relationship between the real time and space captured 
on film in a live-action film and the generated time-space of the animated film in 
order to clarify and validate the existence of the subgenre named the animated 
documentary film. By drawing the fine line between what can be called fiction and 
what can be called documentary in an animated film, we start to develop a deeper 
understanding on the nature of time in animated film and what unique tools it has at 
its disposal to represent both the physical and the metaphysical world. 
 
Keywords 
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W hen talking about film genres, there is one particular subgenre of cinema 
that by its sheer naming sounds like the textbook definition of an oxymo-
ron, and that is the animated documentary film. To better understand why 

the juxtaposition of the two terms — documentary and animation — gives birth to this 
theoretical paradox, we can take a look at a statement that animators John Halas and Joy 
Batchelor made in regards to the type of subjects the two genres are meant to approach. 
‘If it is the live action film job to present physical reality, animated cinema is concerned 
with metaphysical reality – not how things look, but what they mean’.1 Although I do not 
fully agree with this statement, in a more general sense these are the main characteristics 
that define the difference between the live-action film and the animated film, both from 
a technical standpoint, as well as a theoretical standpoint.

The documentary film relies on the concrete existence time and space of the subject. 
This time and space will be then captured on film in order to recreate on screen its story. 
This physical existence of the subject gives the documentary film its document type status, 
making it literally a moving picture that captures that particular moment in time. At the 
same time this factual existence is the main characteristic that separates the documentary 
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film from the other fiction film genres of the live-action film.
The contradiction within the documentary animated film stems from the fact that 

the way time and space is created within the animated film is the direct opposite to the 
way in which time is created in the documentary film. Whereas the documentary film 
encapsulates time and space, the animated film generates it / creates it from scratch one 
frame at a time. Despite the technical style in which movement is created in animated 
films, despite it being hand-drawn, frame-by-frame, it being stop-motion, cut-out or 3D 
generated, the main fact is that it represents an abstract and stylized version of reality or 
of certain specific aspects of what we perceive as reality, objectively or subjectively. This 
is why it is hard to give an animated film the document status as easy as we can give it to 
the nonfiction live-action film, because the animated films time and space are abstract 
representation of reality, and lack the concreteness of the real live subject.

From a theoretical standpoint one can argue on how much we do believe in the actual 
representation of what we see on screen. In a sense, it is like comparing a painted portrait 
to a photograph of someone’s portrait. In a picture we can not contradict the actual and 
factual description of the character, whereas in a painting we cannot help but asking our-
selves if that is the way that person really looked or if the artist intervened in the way the 
subject was portrayed. Both can represent the same reality, but the medium in which they 
were conceived becomes questionable to the viewer. Of course the picture or a film can 
distort reality through framing, light, editing, etc. But it still becomes a matter of why the 
artist chose that specific technique to portray that person / subject.

This brings me to the main two questions that must be answered in order to under-
stand the documentary animation film and at the same time to prove its authenticity / 
truthfulness. The first question is related to the fact that defines the documentary film, 
and that is precisely what gives the film this document status, how real physical time and 
space can be brought into the animated film universe and at the same time how the factual 
reality of the subject is converted into this abstract representation in such a manner that it 
remains believable as a non-fiction film. The second question is more tightly related to the 
motive behind why the author chose to approach the film subject in an animated manner. 
Coming back to the previous example, it is very important to understand why the artist 
chose to make a painted portrait rather than a picture, given the fact that both techniques 
are at his disposal. I believe that, if we find out the answer to this question, we will learn a 
lot more about why it is necessary to approach documentary film in an animated manner.

Moving forward I will try to apply these two questions on various documentary 
animation films, in order to find out if they can be considered documentary films, and 
to find out why it was necessary to use animation as the medium that documents reality.

In order to be able to prove if the animation film can be labeled as a documentary 
as well, we need to agree upon certain ground rules on what defines a documentary film 
so that we can be able to identify them later on in every example. First of all, we already 
established the main principle of the documentary genre which is best described by John 
Grierson as ‘The use of natural material has been regarded as the vital distinction’2. Based 
only on this principle, animated films are almost automatically disqualified because they 
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mainly operate with fabricated material rather than the natural one. But there are ways in 
which we can bring fractions of real time into the animated universe through the use of 
sound, motion capture, rotoscoping and even still pictures, for instance. In other words, 
defining an animated film as a documentary becomes a matter of how the film relates to 
specific parts of reality. In this sense we can use Bill Nichols’s proposal of splitting up the 
documentary film genre into six specific sub-genres based on the way the author relates 
to or approaches its subject, to see if they can match with the way natural time and space 
is approached in the animated film. Nichols proposes the following six subgenres of 
the documentary film: poetic documentaries, expository documentaries, observational 
documentaries, participatory documentaries, reflexive documentaries, and performative 
documentaries.3

The expository documentaries are structured in an argumentative fashion în order to 
represent reality. They usually rely on a narrator that guides the viewer through the entire 
film. Alongside this voice-of-authority or voice-of-God, some images have an illustrative 
purpose, rather than a narrative / an aesthetic one. They usually either complement the 
spoken text or contradict it. 

The observational documentaries have a more intimate approach to the subject. This 
genre relies on the objective observation of the subject, without interfering or altering 
reality. This also raises an ethical debate on how much of what we see is actually real or in 
what shape or form was it staged.

The participatory documentaries brings the narrator into the frame removing him from 
the voice-of-God presence and taking the form of the author that is actively participating 
in the film both as an observer and as a protagonist. From a stylistically standpoint, this 
in frame presence of the author is also assumed through the presence of microphones or 
other equipment in frame.

The reflexive documentaries do not aim to recreate reality in a transparent way, this 
subgenre does not rely on generating empathy towards the subject, but rather restructures 
reality in such a way that it forces us to see it through a different lens. This subgenre forces 
the boundaries of what documentary can or cannot be.

The poetic documentary does not aim to produce a concrete representation of reality 
either, what it aims, is to generate emotions or feelings in the audience. In order to achieve 
that effect, the film relies on a non-chronological way of telling a story, and it uses an 
interesting juxtaposition of images to try and entice the audience.

The performative documentaries are unconventional, and tend to be a bit poetic or 
even experimental at times. This subgenre aims to put the viewer in a frame or reference 
that usually is not his own, in order to expand his perspective on different lifestyles or 
historical events.

Let us dive into exploring how the animated documentary film works and how it 
manages to balance the generated time and space with elements from the natural reality. In 
order to do that, we should start by analysing the film Waltz with Bashir (2008), directed 
by Ari Folman. At first glance, we can claim that the film is a pure work of fiction. From 
a narrative structure point of view, the film is constructed as a normal fiction film, as it 



Cristian Radu 

62 | Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 3, No. 1-2, 2019

is put together in a non-linear temporal structure, including both flashbacks and hints of 
subjective time in the form of the protagonists’ dreams. On the other hand, Folman used 
this structure of storytelling in order to document his own journey / process of trying to 
regain some past memories that have been subconsciously blocked by the trauma of taking 
part in a war at a very young age. So the fact that he is the main protagonist of the film, 
and the entire story revolves around his own search, is a rather solid hook that gives the 
film a more document type value. Furthermore, the people he interacts with and interviews 
within the film are his real life comrades and friends. The interviews he took in real life to 
these people become the actual dialogues and voices of the characters in the film, which 
implies that the whole film is structured around these fragments of real time, in the form 
of sound that pushes the narrative forward.

Technically, the film is a combination of 3D animation and composited 2D flat spaces. 
Its aesthetics evoke a more cartoonish feel to both the character design and the spatial ele-
ment, as Folman wanted to convey a certain feeling of naive representation or view of the 
world that coincides with his state of being when he first got enrolled into the war. Time is 
also clearly defined through key visual elements. The present time of the story is portrayed 
in a very colorful fashion, with vivid tones and bright colors. In contrast, the flashbacks 
are treated with a more saturated color pallet that is limited to a warmer yellowish tone, 
giving a more archival footage feel to the scenes that happened in the past. This yellow 
tones also give the image a more flat aesthetic evoking the feeling of unclear and distant 
memories in the eye of the audience. The most memorable stylistic approach is the dream 
/ nightmare scene. Visually, the image is composed of only two tones, yellows and dark 
blue that give the sequence a very rough and pressing feel. These dream scenes are very 
important because they become the recurrent theme that pushes the story forward. The 
point in time of the dream, from a story point of view, is the moment they wake up on 
the beach after the siege on the city, leading into the author’s most traumatic experience. 
They all create the context that gave birth to the trauma leading to his loss of memory. 
Thus, the film becomes a documentary about the author’s own therapeutic regression, as 
he tries to cope with the inhumane things he experienced in his past.

Ari Folman also uses different documentary techniques specific to the discussed sub 
genres. First of all, we can clearly identify elements of the interactive documentary, from 
the fact that, as an author, he becomes present into the story and assumes his interaction 
with the people he interviews. We can also identify specific aspects of the expository docu-
mentary in images that illustrate the inner monologue of Folman, as he guides us through 
the story. The dream scenes can be definitely seen as a form of poetic documentary and 
when thinking about the theme and intention of Folman, who lies behind the movie, we 
might even see the film as a sort of performative documentary.

It is a montage of the film is in itself a fragment of an observational documentary. The 
final scene is a montage of live-action, real archival footage, of people mourning their dead 
relative on the streets, after a bombing that Ari Folman actually witnessed, as a soldier in 
the Lebanon war. The decision of integrating this observational scene at the end of an ani-
mated movie is an interesting one as it makes us wonder why he didn’t choose to make the 
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whole film a live-action film or why he didn’t commit to the animation style until the end. 
I think the author used the combination of the two to create a highly emotional contrast 
in order to really put the audience in the same shoes he was when witnessing the horrors of 
man provoking death and destruction. To the viewer, this harsh look upon reality comes 
as a far greater shock after he went throughout the film with such naive lens given by the 
cartoonish aesthetic. Barış Tolga Ekinci describes the intent and effect of this method as ‘The 
apparent structure of the film continues to do a subliminal propaganda by indicators and 
secret codes. The movie helps us to realize the importance of what happened in Palestine. 
This documentary may be considered as healing due to showing the human sufferings.’4 
From this, we can conclude that using animation as a means of documenting reality was 
essential in order to truly capture this sense of memory and trauma the author himself 
experienced on the one hand, and on the other hand to pave the way to the live-action 
footage enhancing its emotional impact and meaning.

Moving away from Waltz with Bashir, let us now take a look at a film based on the 
same concepts of trauma, whose structure starts from real-life interviews that become 
illustrated through 3D models of the protagonists and their environment. The film Ryan, 
by director Chris Landreth, follows the tragic destiny of the Canadian animator Ryan 
Larkin, that went from being one of the most influential, Academy Award-nominated 
animators in the 1970s, to the condition of a homeless person living on the street, asking 
people to spare some change.

This film is made in a 3D technique that has a very unique visual aesthetic. Landreth 
opens the film with a scene that sets the key visual mechanics he is going to use throughout. 
The scene opens with a 3D re-shaped version of himself looking into the mirror of a pub’s 
bathroom. As he starts to recollect and tell us a series of chronological events from his 
lifetime, that traumatised him in one way or another, his body starts to undergo various 
changes, decomposing or changing in new textures and forms. This sets the self-reflecting 
tone of the film. Chris Lndreth uses the audio recording of a conversation between him 
and Ryan as the foundation of his film. The design of the Ryan Larkin character emulates a 
person that has been eroded by repeated substance abuse. His vices as well as past traumas 
have also contributed to a self-destructive lifestyle. The author treats the environment 
in a way that portrays a world of collective decadence / demise, with shots shot with a 
super-angular lens effect, and camera movements that do not follow a specific straight 
path, that have an unclear circular motion.

The temporal and narrative structure of the film is composed of four time fragments 
that are put together. The first one, as mentioned, is the time of Ryan and Chris’s recorder 
discussion. On top of that, the author introduces two more interviews with significant people 
in Ryan’s life that had a direct impact on his destiny. Another time string is Landreth’s own 
self-reflecting monologue that puts this whole puzzle together, as he tries to understand 
his own emotional baggage based on his observation of Ryan’s fate.

One more visual aid that Landreth relies on is the use of over-animation and inserts 
of Larkin’s own work, in order to capture and portray this man’s amazing talent and skill 
in observing and understanding movement, a quality that sets him apart as an animator.
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Somehow similarly to Waltz with Bashir, this film may seem more of a fiction film, 
rather than a non-fiction, but Landreth is more straightforward in his intent of labeling 
the film as a documentary. This is why he relies heavily on techniques specific to both 
expository and reflexive documentary. The expository traits are easy to spot from the way 
the images illustrate the voice-of-authority type narrator with. On the other hand, the 
reflexive genre traits are built more in the audio-visual treatment of the film. The recordings 
Landreth uses are in no way aesthetically enhanced, they are kept with all kinds of audio 
impurities, reverberation and unplanned sound events that happened around them as 
they were talking. By keeping that unfiltered texture of the sound, the author gives a deep 
sense of truthfulness and honesty to the film, making their conversation more believable. 
In order to be even more transparent, Landreth included in the space itself the presence 
of the microphones. They become larger in size and more numerous as the discussion gets 
deeper and more intimate.

In this case the question of choice seems to be quite clear, given the fact that Landreth 
aimed to create a film that tries to put forward this hidden world of self sabotage induced 
by personal trauma. A live-action version of this documentary would simply have been 
worked well. In fact, he actually realized a live-action documentary with the same pro-
tagonist. Yet, despite the fact that it provided a lot more insight into the relationship 
between the two and Landreth journey, it was far from convincing and did not have the 
same document value as the animated rendition of it. As I said before, the film truly tried 
to show what it meant, not what it is.

Coming back to Folman’s recurrent theme of memory and stepping away from the 
animated documentaries based on real life interviews or recordings, let us take a look at 
two documentaries that relate to the natural material in different ways.

First of all, let us take a look at Frédéric Back documentary called The Man Who Planted 
Trees (1985). The story follows a simple shepherd named Elzéard Bouffier who, through 
his own words and motivation, managed to transform one arid and lifeless place into a 
huge forest that spread over heels and valleys and brought back a whole ecosystem. In 
order to tell this story, Back relies neither on any recordings, nor on archival footage of 
Elzéard Bouffier. It rather relies on his own recollection of the character as he briefly met 
him throughout the years. The film is created using a 2D frame-by-frame hand-drawn 
animation technique using chalk or brush strokes. Back uses this technique to give the 
whole image this sense of constant flux of motion, which gives the impression that the 
story is told over time by the elements themselves — the moving sand in the wind, the 
flowing of water, the flux of fire and the breeze blowing through the trees. Aesthetically 
wise, the film is split into three distinctive acts, each act representing the times Back met 
Elzéard Bouffier in three different stages of his life. The first act is visual monochrome and 
there is a clear emptiness in the sound design as well. Back relied on this lack of color and 
sound to ensure the arid and lifeless state of the lands where he first met Elzéard Bouffier. 
The sand, as a transition in between scenes that added this sense of rough and dangerous 
environment. The second act becomes richer both from a visual and sound design perspec-
tive. This act coincides with a time 20 years in the future, when the author has returned 
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to the place where he met the shepherd. This time the land started to catch life, and this 
was evidently made through the use of color and musical accents that complemented the 
now flowing motions of the transitions. The ambiance and sound of bees are meant to 
represent Elzéard Bouffier’s efforts to create a sustainable ecosystem for the trees he planted. 
The third act is yet another 15 years in the future, this time we have a visual abundance 
of color and music as well as a rich sound design consisting of orchestrated music and 
ambiances depicting the totally transformed space that now houses not only plants and 
animals but communities of people.

The film is on the borderline between the expository and poetic modes of documentary. 
The author tells us the story in a very voice-of-God style voice and fashion. Alongside this 
voice comes the use of images and illustrations to help in constructing the story. At the 
same time, the abstract representation of the image and the flux motion that the film 
creates, puts it in a more poetic type scenario the narrator’s fairytale like way of telling the 
story adding to this characteristic to the poetic documentary.

In my opinion, the use of animation to document this incredible man’s story is prob-
ably the only way that can do justice. Frédéric Back manages to portray Elzéard Bouffier 
almost like a mythological character, a character from a fairytale where magic is possible 
— the kind of magic that allows such miracles to happen. An observational documentary 
with a man that plainly planted trees would never be able to create the same type of tran-
scendental experience.

The last film I want to take a quick look at is Crulic – The Path to Beyond (2011), 
directed by Anca Damian. In comparison to the previously mentioned film, where we 
have a portrayal of a man of an almost mythical status, Anca Damian sets to create the 
portrait of a simple man’s tragic fate, a man that through his actions became a hero but in 
a very unconventional way. Anca Damian did not have access to any recordings or archi-
val footage of her character, except for a few family photos and objects that belonged to 
him. The opening scene of the film sets basically the context or the reasoning behind the 
aesthetic choice of making an animated documentary, justifying at the same time the use 
of a combined animation technique: hand-drawn frame-by-frame, cut-out, stop-motion.

Crulic was a man that was wrongfully convicted while he was working abroad in 
Poland. Despite evidence that proved Crulic’s innocence he could not defend himself in 
court and he also did not have any sort of help from the Romanian authorities. Because 
of the unjust way he was treated, he decided to go on a hunger strike that eventually killed 
him. The film starts with the grieving mother and sister that arrived in Poland to retrieve 
the dead body and a box of his personal belongings of our protagonist. This box of small 
personal belongings becomes basically the whole cinematic universe where our story takes 
place / unfolds.

This film has a very particular way of relating to the natural material / the real time. 
Anca Damian did not get to know the character during his lifetime, she got to know his 
story as she was investigating and researching it. This reflects itself in the general structure 
of the documentary, its primary form is the expository one, as we have the narrator’s voice 
(“the voice of Crulic”) that guides us through the story as the images illustrate his words. 
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The peculiar thing about this voice-of-God type narration is that we are told the whole 
story through Crulic’s life as if he was reliving his life postmortem. 

From a structure perspective it is clear why the film could be labeled as a documentary. 
Out of the films mentioned so far, this one is the closest to a more conventional non-fiction 
film. But the more interesting thing relies on the question of style choice. It is clear that, 
as we have seen, the lack of natural material was the main reason to choose animation 
instead of live-action. But I believe there is an even more serious reasoning at stake, and 
we can derive this from a statement that Anca Damian gave in an interview about the 
film: ‘Crulic wasn’t a hero during his lifetime, but the way he chooses to die transformed 
him into a hero’5.

So the most important thing to the author, and her main aim in realizing this film 
was to pass on Crulic’s heroic legacy. By telling his story through objects that prove the 
existence of this simple man, by and conveying it through the abstract and stylized medium 
of animation, she transformers Crulic into a symbol of courage when we are faced with 
and confront injustice. A normal live-action documentary, I believe, wouldn’t have the 
capability to reach the same final result.

To sum it all up in a nutshell, the animated documentary film can and should be 
regarded as a document because of its relationship to reality and the ways the typical doc-
umentary film mechanics are brought over and adjusted to this abstract medium of visual 
storytelling. The reason of using animation to document an aspect of reality is the thing 
that gives us not only the validation of this subgenre of the animation film but also the 
sheer necessity for this type of storytelling. Considering John Halas’ statement that refers to 
live-action films as a representation of the physical reality, while animation films represent 
the metaphysical reality, I would argue that this is only partially true and here is why. John 
Grierson describes the special capacity the documentary film has as follows: ‘Spontaneous 
gesture has a special value on screen. Cinema has a sensational capacity for enhancing 
the movement which tradition has formed and time has worn smooth’6. Yes, live-action 
documentary has this unique power of magnifying this gesture on the screen as well as 
encapsulating it, preserving that moment in time. But animated documentary films can 
add something special to this capacity Grierson describes. Animation can take this observed 
gesture / captured gesture and add a new layer on top of it that shows, or rather brings out 
visually the sensory and emotional experience of that given gesture. The overall impact is 
even more impactful and meaningful. That is why I firmly believe that live-action films 
operate with physical reality (time and space), but strive to transcend into a metaphysical 
realm. On the other hand, animated films, because of their abstract nature, operate with a 
metaphysical reality (time and space), but are deeply rooted in our physical experience and 
existence. What we feel and perceive is therefore conveyed in a visual and tangible form.
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Abstract 
It may be said that cinema is the first new form of art in the industrial age. At the 
beginning, it was not included among the defined forms with the accepted notion 
(at that time) of “art,” considering that it did not fulfill many of the “sacred” attributes 
of art and was outside the romantic vision of the artistic creation, a vision according 
to which an artwork is characterized by the authenticity and unrepeatability, being a 
unique creation of an individual author, year, expression of genius. 
By contrast, the cinematic artwork could not be regarded as the result of a collective 
effort, as this rendered it impossible to distinguish an individual’s creative genius. 
Moreover, it could not be said that there is no “original” of the work, or, more 
explicitly, it is considered that the negative of the film is an original and the positive 
film is a copy of the negative, both having equal artistic value. 
 
Keywords 
cinematic artwork, Bern Convention, Queen Anne’s law, copyright, author of the 
movie, Kalem Co. v. Harper Bros., rights for a movie adaptation, literary work, 
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C inema was given to mankind at the end of the nineteenth century as a unique tool 
for conveying impressions, ideas, and feelings, being considered a new language 
of moving images. The youngest of the Seven Arts, the cinematographic art is 

special because of its virtually unlimited scope and we can say without fail that without 
cinema the contemporary culture and civilization would be unimaginable.

Access of the film strips in the pantheon of the arts has, however, been difficult, and 
the merit belongs to the personalities of that time, who embarked on the mission to prove 
that film has given birth to a new art, different than the others.
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Those who denied the art character of cinema argued that the mechanical reproduc-
tion of reality is not artistic but gradually they unanimously accepted the idea that the 
foundation of the seventh art consists precisely in the specific differences between reality 
and the movie image.

With the inclusion of cinema among the established arts, its legal status was regulated 
over time, after many controversies related to the unified subjectivity of the film repre-
sented by the creative genius of various artists who make a greater or lesser contribution to 
the realization of this artistic creation. To these controversies were added the legal aspects 
related to the negative of the movie, based on which an unlimited number of positive 
copies may be made.

Before it was granted independent status in national legislations, cinema as an artistic 
field of activity appeared in international law through the 1908 Berlin review of the Bern 
Convention1, and the cinematic artwork entered the category of protected works only in 
1948, when the convention was again revised, in Brussels. However, there is still no uniform 
provision in the international treaties concerning the authorship of cinematographic and 
audiovisual works and the author’s rights.

COPYRIGHT – FIRST LAWS
Chronologically, it all began in England when booksellers pushed hard for rights to the 
printed and sold books, and these rights were born in 1710 by “Queen Anne’s Law”2 
adopted by the British Parliament. The law granted economic rights and protected the 
investment of those involved in printing and marketing books, without any references to 
the literary content.

The publishers and the booksellers were considered equal to authors and gradually the 
copyright (translated by the right to make copies) was transferred to the writers, or to those to 
whom the authors sold the manuscripts of these books. From this point forward, in order 
to protect the rights of publishers, the law established the author’s person as a legal entity.

It was the dawn of conceptualizing copyright as a prerogative belonging to the creators 
of literary and artistic works, the majority of the national laws and international legal 
standards placing the author’s person at the heart of the regulated protection system, the 
work being as an extension to the author’s personality.

THE FIRST AUTHOR OF A CINEMATIC ARTWORK
With regard to cinema, the controversies related to the author of the film have been main-
tained for a long time whereas, when several people contribute in different manners to 
the making of a movie, one cannot measure the importance of each person’s contribution 
to the creative process.

Not only is this assessment difficult to quantify from a practical point of view, but it 
also contradicts one of the fundamental principles of copyright whereby the artistic merit 
of a person’s contribution to an individual work has no influence on legal protection 
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and, as a rule, copyright assumes that the attribute of creativity, as such, is not enough 
to acquire authorship. The author is responsible for the final form of the work, and in 
the movie industry it was necessary to identify the copyright holder among the persons 
participating in making the movie.

The movie paternity dispute sparked numerous discussions, with some historians con-
sidering Griffith3 one of the first directors who have determined the dramaturgical quality 
of the film, using the innovative techniques available at that time both in terms of the 
equipment for the shooting the movie and in terms of narrative techniques, outstanding 
for the childhood age of filmmaking. At the Biograph Company4, which operated at that 
time one of the largest studios in the world, Griffith, alongside other directors, took over 
the control over the filmmaking techniques, production and actors’ performances.

Other analysts declare Edwin S. Porter as the first film author5 – an employee of Edison 
Manufacturing Company and director of the first version of the movie The Great Train 
Robbery (1903), including many elements that lead to the idea that Griffith was inspired 
in his productions by this movie.

However, the development of the film narrative in Griffith’s productions makes him a real 
author, benefiting also from the artistic contribution of the camera operator and the actors.

The first expressions of intellectual and artistic autonomy, of independence of the 
creative factor, are mentioned as early as the 1920s, by the influence of the actors who 
created “United Artists” during the period of the silent movie and by French theoreticians 
and practitioners before and immediately after the First World War.

From a legal point of view, the essence of copyright law, in general, is the understanding 
of the difference between the immaterial content of the work giving rise to the auctorial 
right and the material support wherein it is incorporated. In the case of a movie, the content 
may be fixed on film or on digital media. The protection is granted for the work of the 
creator and not the tangible medium, the same as for a literary work, the legal protection 
is granted for the written content and not for the media – paper or digital disc containing 
the written text.

The author is generally defined as a person who creates, invents, conceives, writes, con-
ducts, through physical and intellectual effort, something that didn’t exist before. Paternity 
over what the author creates determines his responsibility for his work.

Cinema was constantly confronted with the problem of the true author and the uncer-
tainty surrounding this notion caused not only debates in film theory and legal doctrine, 
but also in real cases related to the moral and patrimonial consequences borne by the 
authors of cinematographic works.

In order to determine the manner to interpret the notion of movie author, we need to 
take into account the fact that cinema involves the intersection of three competitive forms 
of social activities: artistic, economic, and technological.

In the legal field, the author of the work is considered the right holder and the meaning 
attributed by critics to the notion of author is used with an emphasis on interpretation 
and artistic vision. This distinction does not, however, imply that these different forms of 
social practice constitute autonomous fields of knowledge.
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Related to filmmaking, it may be said that it is the first art form of the industrial era, 
with photography as a precursor for the method of reproducing images.

About 20 years after the first performances delivered by the Lumière brothers6 in 1895, 
the perception of the auctorial quality of the “artisan” behind the camera, regarded both 
as a craftsman and as a filmmaker, was decisive and began to distinguish a division of 
work between the various categories of professionals participating in making the movie.

The camera operators initially claimed all the creative work, but their central role was 
due rather to their skills and knowledge of the new technology.

For the film to achieve a coherent artistic form it took a person to take control of the 
creative process as a whole. That was the director.

The debate in doctrine on the legal status of the cinematographic artwork focused on 
two areas: an audiovisual work is a common collaborative work, wherein all of the authors 
will be considered to have the same position, or is it a collective work, which means that 
the rights need to be assigned to the person who initiated the process and with whose 
funds the movie was made – the person is the producer.

Until 1957, in France and then in 1965, in Germany it was finally established that 
the original rights to the cinematic artwork belonged to the true creators, being defined 
as copyright or moral rights, according to civil law.

In the United States of America, the central role of the director as the author of the 
film has been maintained for a few years, and then the producer took over the control 
over the process of making a cinematographic artwork and was recognized as the owner 
of the copyright, to the detriment the artistic staff, employed based on a retribution, thus 
denying them any of the privileges related to their creative work.

THE TRIAL THAT SET THE RULES FOREVER – 
THE BEN HUR CASE
In the US Copyright Law, the cinematic artwork was introduced in the category of eight 
protected intellectual works7 after the ruling of the American Supreme Court in 1912, in 
the lawsuit related to the film Ben Hur (1907) made by Kalem Picture.

The case is very interesting because it resulted in clarifying the status and role of a movie, 
on the one hand, and the right to adapt written works to make movies, on the other hand.

The trial took place between the firm Kalem Picture, member of the Edison trust, and 
Harper and Brothers, the publisher of the novel Ben-Hur written by general Lew Wallace8, 
which inspired the eponymous film made by Kalem. It was a legal case with international 
resonance, followed by the decision of Judge Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. that changed 
the perspective on the style of the film, on the way to use sources outside the cinema to 
transpose a written story into a movie, as well as on how to play this story, the Ben-Hur 
case being a road-opener, in the opinion of many researchers, to the creation of what 
Hollywood means today9.

Cinematographic films had been presented to the public in the United States ever since 
1894. Nevertheless, when reviewing the copyright law in 1909, the American legislature 
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may not have been prepared to respond to the many problems brought to attention by this 
new form of creation, such as: who is responsible for the public presentation of the film; 
does cinema have an artistic language; is silent cinema allowed to “copy” a written text10 
a.s.o. Finally, at that time, it was established that a movie did not meet all the criteria to 
be considered a protected work.

The Ben Hur case ended the cinematographic adaptations made without the prior 
authorization of the author of the literary work.

The novel Ben-Hur was an international success of the era, Harper and Brothers11 took 
over publishing rights in 1880 and sold 2 million copies in the first two decades after its 
appearance. The author of the novel assigned the rights of the theatrical adaptation to 
Broadway producers, Marcus Klaw and A. L. Erlanger,12 who staged the first performance 
in 1899, creating a grand show with resounding success and huge receipts. 

In 1907 the company Kalem first brought on the big screen, in a 15-minute film, 16 
of the most important scenes of the book, and the ad informed that the film is based on 
Wallace’s book, depicting scenes from the novel transposed into a movie, which made it 
difficult to understand the action without the knowledge of the subject matter itself13. At 
the same time the producers of the movie piggybacked on the extraordinary success that 
the play staged by producers Klaw and Erlanger achieved on Broadway, the impact on the 
cinematographic audience being significant. The film itself had little impact on cinema as a 
new form of art but the legal proceedings it generated changed the rules forever. Up to that 
time, the movie theaters showed movies based on plays or novels, and the producers were 
not required to apply for the prior authors’ approval for making a movie adaptation. But 
the novel Ben-Hur attracted a special attention, being one of the most famous American 
literary works of all time.
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After the movie was launched, the publishing house Harper and Brothers, along with 
Klaw, Erlanger and Lew Wallace’s son, sued the firm Kalem for copyright infringement 
through the unauthorized adaptation of the novel Ben-Hur. The law prohibited “printing, 
reprinting, copying, publishing, publicly performing or representing a copyrighted work”. 

The representatives of Kalem, the producing company, argued that the movie only 
consisted of a series of pictures, without dialogues, and may not be qualified as “per-
forming” the Ben-Hur artwork. The other party emphasized the legal text prohibiting the 
representation of the work, stating that, if the film bears the same title and actors perform 
scenes from the novel, it is certainly an unauthorized representation.

Finally, the movie made by Kalem highlighted the simmering conflict between book 
publishers, theater producers and movie producers, and the trial that ended before the 
U.S. Supreme Court was a good opportunity to regulate the new art form. Although the 
two lower courts had ruled to prohibit the public presentation of the movie, the Supreme 
Court, faced with a legal vacuum, and acknowledging the development of the movie 
industry, moved in, took over the case, and managed to conceptualize the similarities and 
differences in the ever-powerful new field of cinema.

The first issue addressed was the movie’s potential violation of the rights granted for a 
written work, the pros and cons trying to answer the question of whether or not the movie 
has a language analogous to literature. Kalem Company’s lawyers argued that the movie 
is a show, advertised as such, and, as the law in force at the time stated that a show cannot 
infringe on the rights of the authors of the novels or plays, they concluded that the movie 
is written in a language that is incompatible with literature, but that is differentiating if 
from the theatrical presentation. 

Another argument of the producing company’s representatives was that the movie 
enhances sales of books and theater tickets, acting as an advertisement for the novel and 
the theater show, so the use of the subject of the novel was legit as long as it did not impact 
this market. This argument of fair use was not right and was inapplicable in the field of 
copyright, as any adaptation is, in fact, a derivative work, and no derived work may be legit 
in the absence of the consent of the original work’s author. The concept of fair use may 
be applied only as an exception in the case of parodies or comments about the original or 
when the context is significantly different.

The final argument of the Kalem Company’s lawyers highlighted the significant impact 
the film had on the performing arts and the definition of the term “show”. In this case, 
it has been argued that the producers of the movie have not done themselves the scene of 
the Roman chariot race, but have simply shoot the members of the Brooklyn fire depart-
ment, when they re-created the scene of the race, on the occasion of a charity event, so 
the adaptation of the scene from the novel was not actually carried out by the company.

In their response, the other party’s representatives have countered these claims with the 
traditional arguments related to the rights over written work, i.e. the right to authorize the 
publication of the novel and to adapt it for the theatre. Both the publishing house Harper 
and Brothers and the producers Klaw and Erlanger paid to publish and adapt the novel, 
and the producers of the film should not have used it for free. Even if the legal regulations 
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do not specifically refer to movies, the rules applicable to dramaturgical adaptations 
should also apply by analogy to movies. Furthermore, they argued the claims concerning 
the differences between the movie and the play, and the fact that a theatrical performance 
requires the presence of the actors at each performance, which means higher production 
costs, reflected in the price of the ticket, while for broadcasting a film, there is no need for 
the presence of the actors, so the film is not a new form of art but just a cheaper one. The 
fact that actors perform their roles long before making the movie means that the movie is 
actually a mirror that has been perpetually imbued with the reflection of a remarkable play14.

Before the Supreme Court’s decision on whether filmmakers are required to seek per-
mission to adapt a literary work, another issue has been raised – who “plays” a movie? If 
the court determines that the rights of the holders have been violated, who will be found 
responsible?

Kalem Company made a product that it has then later sold to a distributor who in turn 
sold it to movie theater owners. Thus, although the company has nothing to do with the 
public presentation of the movie and does not make a profit from the sale of tickets, it is 
responsible for the violation of rights belonging to the legal holders, even more so since it 
attracted others for the distribution and exploitation of this product.

The decision of the Supreme Court Judge Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. once again 
revealed, after several previous similar cases, the judge’s vision and inclination to use Court 
case law to legislate where Congress failed, as well as his ability to observe artistic practice 
in relation to technological and cultural changes.

The judge quashed the decisions of lower courts that have held that the movie has only 
taken the idea and not the expression of a novel, and that the two creations are different, 
as the novel consists of words and the movie of images. Holmes reasoned that the law in 
force protected artistic interpretation and the movie, in his view, contained artistic lan-
guage similar to drama. If through dramatic interpretation one can convey a story, a lot of 
human feelings may be expressed, or interhuman relationships may be described, without 
uttering a word, then the cinematographic image is not different. If in a play one can use 
the mirrors to widen the frame of the stage, the cinematographic process of cinema is able 
to achieve the same effect. The judge’s conclusion is that the movie can have a language 
of its own and it may be compared to the language of a novel or a play.

The technical aspect of who is responsible for making the movie public has been 
resolved by reference to common sense. The reasoning of the trial judge was as follows: the 
actors are hired to play roles; the distributors and movie theater operators buy the movies 
in order to meet the entertainment needs of the public; the projectionists run the movies 
they receive; but the producers are the ones who decide on the movies to shoot and the 
way they make the movies; the producers take advantage of the success of their movies; 
accordingly, they are accountable more, so the end target for them is to show the movies 
they made on the screen, in front of the audience, and draw the spectators in the cinema 
hall via advertisting campaigns.

The Supreme Court thus extended the legal provision by arguing that the American 
legislature did not interfere in the national law as did the Member States of the Berne 
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Convention and decided that the author’s consent to adapt the written text of the literary 
work for a movie was mandatory.

The Supreme Court’s decision was not above any criticism. It took several years to 
make legislative changes. Thus, in 1912, by the Townsend Amendment, the American law 
was amended, and the cinematographic film was included among the copyrighted works.

Less than four years after the Supreme Court decision, the two winners – Harper and 
Brothers and the producers Klaw and Erlanger – were back in front of the court, this time 
in diverging positions requiring a judgment as to whether in the capacity of a holder of the 
right to adapt the novel for the stage, the producers Klaw and Erlanger are allowed to make 
a movie based on the same book. On the other hand, the producers of the play replied 
that the publisher would not have the right to assign the rights of adaptation for a movie 
to a third party for the duration of their license. The decision taken in 1916 established 
that by the contract of assignment, the editors of the novel, Harper and Brothers, gave 
the producers Klaw and Erlanger a license to perform a play based on the novel Ben-Hur 
but this license does not cover the right to make a movie. However, in the absence of an 
express provision as to the exclusive nature of the license, the author of the novel is allowed 
to assign to a third party the rights to film adaptation15. 

Over the next few years, new alliances were concluded between publishers and theater 
companies, and film studios became the main suppliers to the new market. Decision in 
the Ben Hur case influenced the attitude of the film producers towards the rights of the 
authors of the literary text, but also prompted a competition for the discovery of original 
subjects, a real “fever of scenarios”.

This Kalem Co. v. Harper Bros. case helped to reshape the film industry and to revise 
the U.S. copyright legislation, both judges creatively interpreting the combination of art 
and technology in terms of the two existing forms of creation – photography and theatre 
–, and moving forward to conceptualize the nature of the communication technology, the 
structure of the entertainment industry and the viewer’s experience in the movie theater.

However, the decisions of the judges of the time highlighted the forms of piracy in the 
field-copying, borrowing, duplication, remakes, and unauthorized adaptations.

FAMOUS CASES IN FRANCE 
During the same period, in France, several lawsuits initiated by copyright holders on 
literary or musical works used in the films of the time highlighted the lack of legislative 
provisions regulating the new field that was gaining more and more ground in the options 
of the audience.

Thus, at the beginning of 1907, with the opening on the grand boulevards of Paris of 
the halls dedicated to the projection of movies, it came into discussion on an increasing 
scale whether a movie based on a literary work constitute a “new edition” of that work, 
despite the lack of dialogue, or if the public projection of the movie is a “representation”. 
There have also been allegations of plagiarism and counterfeiting against Pathé Studios, 
formulated by authors like Moinaux, a.k.a. Georges Courteline16 who claimed that the 
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film Joseph, your femme nous trompe (1907) is a plagiarism after his work Boubouroche17,or 
Pierre Wolff18, who claimed that the film le Bon Grand-Père (1907) was copying Le Secret 
of Polichinelle19, or Gavault20, de Conttes21 et Varney22, who claimed that Les Cambrioleurs 
modernes (1907) was inspired, at least in part, by Papa de Francine23, being an identical 
reproduction of the pantomime part of their musical. 

At that time the judges were obliged to apply the legal texts in force from 1791 and 
1793, which imposed a ban on public representation and publication of works without 
the formal consent of the authors if they were alive. By revising the Berne Convention, 
in 1896 a monopoly was guaranteed to writers on the exploitation of their literary works 
and by all indirect means of publication – translation, adaptation or transformation of a 
novel into a play. 

In this context, the jurisprudence of those years was ambiguous and contradictory, some 
courts considering that a film is only a ”purely mechanical” work, an “optical illusion gener-
ated by the uninterrupted and rapid succession of photographs projected on a screen through 
an objective”, and that this cannot be the subject of a “representation”, which is why the 
consent of the authors of the works from which the films were inspired was not necessary. 

The following year, however, the judges determined that literary authors were entitled 
to compensation for the unauthorized use of their works in the making of cinematographic 
films and imposed damages for the claimants. It was felt that the film, even though it fails to 
restore the smoothness of the text on which it is based, is not, however, through a succession 
of scenes, and through its ending, an “edition” of the work of writing, and a projection 
to the public constitutes a performance. These decisions largely halted cinematographic 
adaptations based on literary or dramatist works, without the author’s authorization. 

But allegations of counterfeiting were dismissed, the judges considering the case 
Boubouroche and Joseph, ta femme nous trompe, for example, because the obvious analogies 
between the two of them are due to the common subjects (the betrayed husband and the 
lover hiding in the closet), and the originality of the play lies in the manner in which it 
treated the subject matter, in the finesse of the psychological analysis, aspects that can’t be 
reproduced by film, in the absence of dialogue.

Until the legislation was amended, the owners of cinemas and filmmakers tried to 
amicably resolve their disputes with literary authors, drawing on their side and involving 
celebrities of literary and theatrical life in their projects. It’s the case of Edmond Benoît-
Lévy24, who gave an example by co-opting Michel Carré for the choice of actors and the 
repetition of roles when the playwright25 made the film L’enfant prodique26 after his play 
of the same name and offered a royalty of 6% of the ticket price in favor of the Society 
of Dramatic Authors and Composers (Société des auteurs et compositeurs dramatiques27) 
following the model used for the making of plays.

At the same time, Edmond Benoît-Lévy condemned piracy in his press articles claiming 
that literary and artistic property is a property like any other. He who disobeys this principle 
commits a theft and there are no two forms of property, as there are no two forms of theft28.

All these debates and decisions of the courts led to the amendment of some of the 
Articles of the Berne Convention, during its review at the Berlin Conference of 14 November 
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1908. The conclusion of the conference rapporteur, legal adviser Louis Renault29 was that 
through the movie, a literary work may be approached (in the sense of taking ownership), 
therefore proposed the introduction of two paragraphs in Article14 providing: the authors 
of literary, scientific and artistic works have the exclusive right to authorize reproduction and 
public representation of their works through cinema and filling in: without prejudice to the 
rights of the authors of the original works, the reproduction by cinema of a literary, scientific or 
artistic work is protected the same as the original work.

The text has undergone changes in the other revisions of the convention but, for the 
first time, in 1908, cinema and film adaptation rights were the subject of regulation in 
an international document, while also determining the harmonization of national laws in 
European states mainly. 

However, the issue of piracy is not solved even today, especially now that new tech-
nologies make it possible to share content protected by copyright with the greatest ease, 
and the means of combating this phenomenon are not yet effective.

ENDNOTES
1. “Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works,” adopted on 9 September 

1886, completed in Paris on 4 May 1896. Revised in Berlin on 13 November 1908, completed 

in Bern on 20 March 1914, revised in Rome on 2 June 1928, revised in Brussels on 26 June 

1948, revised in Stockholm on 14 July 1967 and in Paris on 24 July 1971, and amended on 

28 September 1979. It was originally signed by Belgium, France, Germany, Haiti, Italy, Liberia, 

Spain, Switzerland, Tunisia, and Britain and is open for membership. Currently, 177 countries are 

parties to this convention. Romania joined the convention in 1998. 

2. The law or statute of Queen Anne is known as “Copyright Law-Copyright Act”, provided in 1709 

and entered into force in 1710 with the subtitle: “An Act for the Encouragement of Learning, 

by Vesting the Copies of Printed Books in the Authors or Purchasers of such Copies, during the 

Times therein mentioned” – A law to encourage learning by giving rights to authors or purchasers 

of such copies of printed books for the period referred to in this law. It is considered to be the first 

complete copyright law and is named after Anna of Great Britain, the Queen of the period.

3. David Wark Griffith (1875-1948), American director, screenwriter and producer. He was 

considered almost unanimously the most important filmmaker of his era and not only. He was 

the one of the first directors of feature films and innovated several cinematographic techniques, 

including the close-up.

4. Biograph Company, also known as American Mutoscope and Biograph Company, was a film 

company founded in 1895, which operated until 1916. It was the first company in the United 

States devoted to the production and distribution of films, as well as one of the most prolific in 

that period of time, with over 3,000 short films and 12 feature films produced and distributed.

5. Edwin Staton Porter (1870-1941) – famous American filmmaker, known as producer, director, 

studio director and cameraman, employee of the firm Edison Manufacturing Company. He made 

over 250 short and feature films.
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6. Auguste (1862-1954) and Luis (1864-1948) Lumière – French photographers, inventors of the 

first camera and the first cinema projector.

7. Section 102 of the US Copyright Act lists categories of protected works: (1) literary works, 

(2) musical works, including text, (3) dramatic works, including musical accompaniment, 

(4) pantomime and choreographic works, (5) pictorial, graphic and sculptural works, (5) 

cinematographic and other audiovisual works, (7) phonograms and (8) architectural works.

8. Lew Wallace (1827-1905) – American lawyer and military, governor of the state of New Mexico, 

author of three novels, the most famous of which was Ben-Hur, which had four major film 

adaptations: in 1907 – produced by Kalem, practically having only 15 minutes and playing 

only 16 main scenes from the 560-page novel; in 1925 – a silent film directed by Fred Niblo, 

with William Wyler as an uncredited assistant director; in 1959 – Wyler’s version, winner of 11 

Oscars; in 2016 – the film directed by Timur Bekmambetov.

9. Peter Decherney – Hollywood’s Copyright Wars from Edison to the Internet, Columbia University 

Press, New York, 2012, p. 37.

10. Peter Decherney, op. cit., p. 44.

11. American publishing house founded in 1817 by brothers John and James Harper. It took the 

name Harper & Brothers in 1833, when the other two Harper brothers, Joseph Wesley and 

Fletcher, became involved in the business. The publisher is currently part of the international 

HarperCollins group.

12. Marcus Klaw (1858-1936) and Abraham Lincoln Erlanger (1860-1930) American theater 

producers who, along with several other Broadway theater managers, created an union, The 

Theatrical Syndicate, that dominated the American theater market for about two decades. See 

John Kenrick, Musical Theatre: A History, Continuum, New York & London, 2008, p. 108.

13. Peter Decherney, op. cit., pp. 46-7.

14. Peter Decherney, op. cit., p. 50.

15. Luis D. Frohlich and Charles Schwartz – The Law of Motion Pictures Including the Law of the 

Theatre, The Lawbook Exchange, Ltd., Clark, New Jersey, 2007, p. 3.

16. Georges Victor Marcel Moineaux, known under the pseudonym Georges Courteline (1858-1929) 

– playwright and novelist, known for his acid and satirical style and cynical humor.

17. Play in two acts written by Georges Courteline in 1893.

18. Pierre Wolff (1865-1944), French playwright.

19. A 1903 comedy about adultery.

20. Paul Armand Marcel Gavault (1866-1951), French playwright and director of Odéon theatre 

since 1914.

21. Victor of Cottes (1862-1956), playwright, librettist, stage director and French theatre critic.

22. Louis Varney (1844-1908), French composer

23. Musical from 1896

24. Edmond Benoît-Lévy (1858-1929), French lawyer and writer. He was the founder of the 

magazine Phono-Ciné-Gazette (1905) and the director of the first Parisian cinema hall – Omnia-

Pathé (1906) 

25. Michel-Antoine Carré (1895-1945), actor, librettist and director of French theater and silent film. 

He is also known as an author of plays and film scripts.
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26. The first feature film (90 minutes) produced in Europe. It was made in 1907 and was 

coordinated by Michel Carré who adapted his play. The film was shot at the Gaumont studio in 

May 1907 and was first screened on 20 June 1907. 

27. Société des Auteurs et Compositeurs Dramatiques (SCAD), copyright collective management 

company, founded on 7 March 1829.

28. Phono-Ciné-Gazette, no.62 of 15 October 1907, quoted in L’auteur du film. Description d’un 

combat – Jean-Pierre Jeancolas, Jean-Jacques Meusy, Vincent Pinel, Institut Lumière, 1996, p. 25.

29. Luis Renault (1843-1918) – French lawyer and professor, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize with 

Ernesto Teodoro Moneta in 1907.
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Abstract 
By separately analysing the Single-Player experience in contrast to the Multi-player 
experience, we get two different perspectives. We shall discuss different gameplays 
to see whether they contribute to the demands of the specific requests of the public. 
We need to see the good side, but also the dangerous side of the slope. 
 
Keywords 
gaming, Gesamtkunstwerk, Wagner, single-player, multi-player, DOTA, community, 
Battle Royale, infotainment

T he connection between Richard Wagner and video games may not be obvious 
for the reader, yet I am trying to explain and clarify a series of concepts from 
bordering media (cinema, theatre, music) and “upgrade” Wagner’s theory about 

“Gesmatksunstwerk”. I am going to analyse video games from this perspective. I have listed 
chronologically all the video games that have been launched this year or are to be launched 
later this year.

Over a hundred years ago, Richard Wagner said that opera was “a total artwork” 
(Gesamtkunstwerk), a separate medium in which people could throw content generated for 
other media. As a medium itself, opera can develop some essential concepts for this empiri-
cally named culture, “gaming”. The term used by Roy Ascott for this is: “Gesamtdatenwerk” 
(the integrated data work).1

The technical skills needed to pre-visualize characters, assets or environment, are far more 
accessible now rather than they used to be 25 years ago and are fascinating especially for the 
analog generation which grew up with analog devices, in a “classic” non-digital medium.

This gap between the two generations seems to fade away because of common inter-
ests. It seems to be much easier in the Facebook era than it would be 30 years from now. 
Facebook is a link between separated communities which would have greater difficulties in 

Drawing inspiration from Romanian folklore and history, Alexandru Baltă, the founder and motor 
behind Retina Film Production, explores the vast dynamics of game vs. play, looking to achieve 
artistic dimensions in his gaming projects, a theme he also explores in his doctoral thesis, “Gaming, 
a new Gesamtkunstwerk of the twenty-first century”.
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finding each other before the era of the internet. All these paradigms that shifted brought 
in by the internet are very difficult to assimilate uniformly. The infrastructure differs from 
country to country. On the other hand, it can be dangerous to assimilate them wrongly.

The main purpose of this article is to argue that “video games” are a new “total artwork” 
of the twenty-first century. We would also wish to emphasize that the total immersion 
of the gamer in these new media is rather dangerous because they can virtually be more 
appealing than real life. Therefore, we need a well-prepared psychologist to treat “video 
game addiction2” properly, in order to help the ever-expanding community of gamers.

I invite the readers to take a look over these two articles which I have selected in order 
to in-depth analyse the danger that video games can be accused of:
• http://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/asiapcf/04/01/korea.parents.starved.baby/index.html

• https://arstechnica.com/gaming/2005/06/547/
The second article3 is written on a more personal note, but the harsh reality of the 

baby’s death must not be ignored. Legally speaking, the company that produced the game 
cannot be taken accountable for the unfortunate event. However, there must be a way to 
prevent such events to ever happen again.

In the end of Ready Player One, the film written by Zak Penn based on Ernest Cline’s 
novel, the main characters make a statement that says that two days a week are to be spent 
outside the virtual world, as a mandatory request. This is the main reason for which I 
suggested that modern psychology should study the phenomenon, or else it will continue 
to be a threat to the mental health of the players.

This definition has never aimed to be ultimate for the gaming culture. On the contrary, 
the gaming culture has flourished more than film, music, and entertainment, as you can see 
in the chart below. Compared to other media, video games have been making a considerable 
amount of money since 2006. The obvious question we need to ask ourselves is how we 
can make sure that the game we envision does not affect the mental health of its players. After 
all, we are responsible for such immersive experiences on the part of the gamers. Right 
now, there are a couple of rating systems (Pan European Game Information or P.E.G.I. 
for Europe, and Entertainment Software Rating Board or ESRB for the United States), 
designed to facilitate the communication between young gamers’ parents and the publisher, 
so that the former ones do not necessarily need to play the game themselves in order to 
know whether the game is suitable for their siblings.

Both rating systems mark the game based on the same type of functions as the film rating 
system (forbidding underaged gamers to play certain games). Nonetheless, the industry 
knew how to protect itself against the potential “lawsuits” incriminating the producers. 
It is important to know whether these games use violence as their sole contribution or 
genuinely enhance the player’s experience by adding violent content (even though this 
strategy is debatable) in a much broader context. For instance, the mocking way to portrait 
Grand Theft Auto (GTA), especially after the third release of the game, is part of the authors’ 
writing style and has evolved ever since. The humorous approach the creators have used so 
far is now their trademark in video game writing. Mockery may not be the right word to 
describe all the GTA’s games so far, but it accurately captures how the creators make fun 
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of their own universe and communicate with their players. The best example is the “Get 
a Life” billboard in the fourth version of the game.*

I would like to get back to video games as a form of “infotainment” and state that 
this is one of the most efficient ways to determine people to engage in skill-building and 
experience something they would not be able to outside the digital medium. Speaking of 
which, this is the reason I have structured this article on two different types of interaction 
between the players and the game: single-player or multi-player. Both terms need to be 
defined in order to improve the communication with the reader.

“single-player (adjective) = denoting or relating to a video game designed 
for one player only: a terrific single-player first-person shooter game”

“Single-player” has dominated the video-game market for a long period of time. At 
some point in gaming history, it used to be the most beloved and played standard. One 
of the most important games of the genre (First Person Shooter) is Doom, developed by 
John Carmack and John Romero. The pair defined the first-person shooter genre (FPS) – 
which was mostly single-player because of technical limitations – by developing core aim 
and shoot mechanics used in most of their “ID Software” games.

Going back to the GTA franchise, we know this had the classic single-player mode to 
which they implemented the on-line version much later. Because of bandwidth limita-
tions, which the developers had to solve, the first two games of the franchise did not have 
a multi-player version. We shall discuss this further, in the second part of this article. The 

* See full statistics in Table1. Addenda.

Figure 1.

202120202018 201920172016201520142013201220112010200920082007200620052004200320022001

Th
ou

sa
nd

s 
of

 m
ill

io
ns

 in
 $

Films Video GamesMusic

200

150

100

50

0



Alexandru Baltă

84 | Close Up: Film and Media Studies | Vol. 3, No. 1-2, 2019

“on-line” version of the game is the same map the players get to play for the single-player, 
and it is accessible for everyone who wants to play with other friends or even strangers. The 
possibilities that the GTA franchise has to offer are in correlation with both the gameplay 
and the technical possibilities of the times when each of the games in the franchise was 
launched. For instance, the first two GTAs are from a “top-down” perspective, whilst GTA 
III is the first of their games to be fully 3D rendered. I believe one of the most important 
traits of the gameplay is the perspective, which has evolved ever since. The creativity with 
which the designers made the GTA franchise unique relays on various gameplays demand-
ing you to switch from each mission to another. The root gameplay of the franchise is the 
third-person perspective (starting from the third game onwards) in which the player gets 
to experience fictional cities like: “Liberty City” – New York parody, “San Andreas” – San 
Francisco parody, and “Los Santos” – Los Angeles parody. All these cities have switched 
the gameplay possibilities from one to another, depending on when they were released. 
The migration from the “cartoonishly” style of GTA III towards the hyper-realism of the 
last two games has been widely accepted by the community, despite the early days of the 
gaming culture. The immersion of the player in the virtual universe is done without the 
classic “first-person perspective” when we talk about the GTA games that mostly rely on 
the “third-person perspective”. I say mostly because there is an option in the fifth version of 
the game which allows you to drive the car or play the game in a “first-person perspective”. 
This is in contrast with the “top-down” perspective the two games had in the first place. 

One of the most important video games, as far as the single-player is concerned, is 
Diablo. It recently got a new upgrade to the fourth version of the game. It is one of the 
first games to define the “dungeon crawl” genre and one of the first games to implement 
a story-driven experience, in which each time you sign out of the games the monsters 
respawn. In contrast with the GTA franchise, Diablo has an isometric gameplay that is still 
fun to play and has a totally different aesthetic. Similarly, the developers from “Interplay” 
launched the Fallout franchise that had the same isometric perspective. The genre that 
Blizzard (now Activision-Blizzard) has developed is called “Hack & Slash” because all you 
have to do is to kill demons (in the Diablo franchise) that drop items based on the players’ 
level. Thus, the major genre is called “Role Playing Game” (RPG), especially because you 
get to choose what class your character is part of. In the development of the first game, they 
had implemented three classes (warrior, rogue, and sorcerer), whilst in the third version we 
have seven races to choose from (barbarian, witch doctor, wizard, monk, demon hunter, 
crusader, and necromancer). These are the games that shaped the isometric gameplay in a 
very particular way. As a result, the gameplay was evolving from one game to another. The 
community had a very important role in this evolution because a lot of development was 
done because of the community’s feedback, which enhanced the bond between developers 
and gamers, and gave birth to the gaming culture.

Even though everyone might experience the game differently, the story is the same, 
but the monsters evolve with the player’s level. Such a perspective offers a huge amount 
of replay-ability in the Diablo franchise and is one of the developers’ best contribution to 
defining the RPG genre as it is. We can now speak of the collective unconsciousness and, 
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hopefully, we can define the “gamer” as the end-user of these experiences. If we include 
the developers, we get the broad spectrum of what “game design” is. As developers are only 
one side of the coin, the community being the second side of it, we need to understand 
how important their input is, and we shall discuss this in the second part of the article.

Every gamer who experiences these games has an inner rhythm based on their skill, set 
so we need to understand how “game design-flow” works. Based on how many games the 
player has experienced, we get to understand how the term we use for music “flow” can 
be applied to describe each of these players’ inner rhythm. The relationship between the 
community and the “game designer” should be one of instant communication, even if the 
game has already been launched. This is one of the major differences between video games 
and films, because even after their launch, game designers still must update the game and 
patch it with improvements, such as fixing bugs or changing aspects of the game. Going 
back to the designer-gamer relationship, the only one who is responsible for the good flow 
of the game is the game designer and the easier it is for the player to understand the core 
concepts of the game, the better the game design is.

Speaking of the psychological dimension, it is a huge input on the behaviourist school 
that some of the games rely on. We should also focus on how we make the engagement 
seem total on the players’ behalf, and this is a marker for good game design.

Empathy in video games is correlated to the script, which is something different than 
the actual design document, yet it is the main thing that keeps the player engaged, especially 
in the single-player. Unlike films, video games can have different paths that eventually lead 
to the same place. The linearity of cinema is one of the main differences between games 
and movies. Video games are trying to break the conventional barriers of screenwriting.

To conclude this part of the article, the individual experience of each player is correlated 
to the game design and is differently reflected by each player who experiences the game. 
Video games do not possess the rigid traits of film, sculpture, painting or other visual-ori-
ented arts. This is the main reason why we should create a different category based on 
dynamic mechanics and a new trait of character: interaction with the player.

The interaction between different individuals can lead to different results, even if the 
starting point is the same. This is the reason why it is very important to tell which are the 
constitutive elements of the experience. Using a reverse engineering process and breaking 
down the mechanics and the gameplay is the only way to create genuine standalone universes.

WAGNER VS. VIDEO GAMES  
(COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE)
We are now moving on to the second part, leaving aside the single-player experience. 
For the rest of the article, we shall be discussing the multi-player experience in order to 
understand how the community has been established.

“multi-player (adjective) = denoting or relating to a video game designed 
for or involving several players”
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We start by analysing one of the most successful co-op gameplays that emerged in 
“the golden age of video games (the late 1980s), when most of the games were mainly 
single-player but had the possibility of a “split-screen” experience. One of the best exam-
ples from this era is the famous Atari: Pong which had a single-player version. However, if 
the console had two joysticks it could be played against another player. The possibility to 
play co-op against another player is rather unusual, despite what it may seem. Fortunately, 
there are some games that offer couch co-op or versus on platforms like PS4 or Xbox One, 
and one of them is Diablo III, which we discussed earlier. In the PS4 and Xbox version of 
Diablo III you can split-screen with another player and share the couch enriching experi-
ence of the already hooked gamers, both by the second and the first version of the game. 
We might as well say that the technological enhancements, which enabled the migration 
from PC to consoles, is a good example of what Richard Grusin and Jay David Bolter 
were talking about in Remediation.

If we are to compare the first version of the franchise with the third, we would notice 
some notable differences, starting from the classes themselves. As we previously mentioned, 
in the first version of the game we had three classes, while in the second version we had 
five original characters, with two more characters added after the expansion pack (amazon, 
barbarian, necromancer, paladin, and sorcerer, plus the assassin, and the druid). Because of 
the lack of infrastructure, the first game was not optimized for multi-player (the platform 
it used to run on was Windows 95) even though the developers included the Battle.net4 
service, which was designed for network play. The problem was some of the players could 
crack the game and have legendary items obtained in an instant, ruining the game for the 
honest player.

The ethical problems that the multi-player raises are still up to debate and developers 
are still working on finding certain ways to offer a balanced experience for all the players. 
In the early days of the internet, even if the developers could access the equipment to 
complete the multi-player requirements, the “end-users” were not in the same situation. 
This is how the problem of unbalanced experience emerged – both online (through Battle.
net) and via Ethernet (LAN – Local Area Network).

The online experience was in its early days when the first Diablo was launched, there-
fore it was difficult for the programmers to know what to expect. The developers need 
to know exactly the whole process from the early stages, due to the many challenges of 
a multi-player experience. Of course, this makes the whole process a little bit difficult to 
be predicted, considering it all happened at the dawn of the internet. Stylistically speak-
ing, the evolution of video games has reached at a peak in the recent years and it is still 
expanding. The field is yet to reach a maturity level. This is also a good thing, because it 
allows the developers to continually improve the spectrum of game design by inventing 
new gameplays. One of the most recent examples in this respect is the Battle Royale genre, 
which was remediated from the eponym movie directed by Kinji Fukasaku and inspired 
by Koushun Takami’s novel. The main idea is to have one hundred players diving on an 
island where they need to survive for long as possible to win the game. We already have 
three major competing games on this market: Player Unknown’s Battlegrounds (PUBG), 
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Fortnite and Apex: Legends. Each of these games have the same core but there are certain 
differences among them. For instance, PUBG has a rather hyper-realistic look, while both 
Fortnite and Apex have a cartoonish touch to it. The core gameplay thought was imported 
from the above-mentioned movie. After a while, the safe zone starts shrinking, which is 
why it is impossible to stay in one place for too long. This mechanic resembles the one 
in the “hide & seek” game, when the player does not leave the camp and hopes for the 
others to leave the hideout.

The possibility to play in a team adds a whole new dimension, specific only to games. I 
have chosen Left 4 Dead (L4D) to exemplify, with the “revive” of the teammate mechanic. 
This is one of these mechanics that you can find both in the single-player version as well 
as the multi-player version of the previously mentioned games, such as PUBG or Apex: 
Legends. This is the main reason I believe the most important thing to do is to define the 
terms and to break down the game concepts into small pieces of game mechanics. The 
first of these mechanics implemented in the L4D is the revive. This means you can heal 
your teammate if you can ignore the horde for a couple of seconds. The second concept 
we need to grasp in order to understand such mechanics is the AOE (“Area of Effect”), 
which implies that you need to be close to the other teammate to revive him or her. In 
order to help a “knocked down“ teammate, you must first enter his AOE and then wait for 
three seconds. If for any reason you stop holding the button, the process will restart and 
thus you must wait for three seconds again. The “re-spawn” time is the same for all four 
characters. All these ingredients make L4D the ideal game for moving from a single-player 
to a multi-player game, while keeping the “fast-paced” rhythm at the same time. The 
biggest advantage of all the games we discussed during this article is the modular thinking 
of the game design that leads to a higher replay-ability for all these stories. For the Battle 
Royale games, the replay-ability emerges from each player’s temper and the fact that, out 
of one hundred people, every player has their own strategy, whether he chooses to play 
on their own or to go into a party of maximum four. Of course, the strategy differs if you 
play alone or in a party. Each situation has its advantages and disadvantages. This way, 
the player survives with a little help from his friends (teamwork), by altering the game 
dynamic, by switching from single-player to multi-player, and by trying out new strategies. 
What matters is the fact that all these games attract huge communities willing to invest 
their most important resource: time.

“community = a feeling of fellowship with others, as a result of shar-
ing common attitudes, interests, and goals: the sense of community that 
organized religion can provide”

• [in singular] a similarity or identity: writers who shared a community 
of interests

• joint ownership or liability: a commitment to the community of goods.”

Moving forward, we will analyse other games popular among the gaming community. 
Such analysis would not be possible without mentioning and bringing up the topic of 
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League of Legends (LOL) and DOTA 2, two of the most popular gaming experiences so far, 
despite the fact they are for free-to-play.

Both LOL and DOTA 2 were born after IceFrog5 designed a map generator that Blizzard 
popularized at the same time as Warcraft III. The DOTA6 experience evolved at first as an 
integrated element of the map generator that was made available to people at Blizzard. This 
feature made us comfortable with the first versions of Warcraft. At the time DOTA was 
launched, the map generator had not been used in a way that generated such a well-defined 
and independent mode from the original game it was a part of.

We can say that DOTA is a product of the community, if we consider the fact that the 
process of improving the game became useless unless the players connected with it (the 
work of the creator – IceFrog – mostly consisted of properly balancing the characters’ 
abilities in relation with one another).

To follow the entire phylogenesis of this widely spread phenomenon, I invite the reader 
to watch the movie DOTA: We, the Community. It is available on YouTube and linked in 
the Addenda as well. This way we can see that the genre MOBA (Multiplayer Online 
Battle Arena) was born with a minimum of resources from the creators’ side. However, 
it still has players that come back in a considerably large number. In my opinion, one of 
the things that make this possible is them being free-to-play, a state applied both to Riot 
Games and Valve.

Therefore, the gaming community is the one that certified and requested some modi-
fications to each of the games. Fortunately, the developers considered them. They helped 
games both grow and reach the present level of gameplay coherence. The games have thus 
been kept in a state of constant improvement and dynamics. From these two perspectives, 
we manage to understand the different dynamics between the “single-player” and “mul-
ti-player” games. We can also come to realize why it is important to comprehend from 
the beginning what type of experience we want to offer the player. Once this issue has 
been acknowledged, we can pass to the game mechanics perspective. Although they are 
similar in concept, the mechanics differ between the two and both are complex enough 
to be analysed in depth. I consider that a gamer has the moral obligation to test both 
games before reaching any conclusions. I invite the readers to experiment with the games 
mentioned throughout this article instead of watching a single YouTube video, which only 
brings up the game’s superficial aspects.

“Conflict: All games embody a contest of powers. The contest can take 
many forms, from cooperation to competition, from solo conflict with a 
game system to multi-player social conflict. Conflict is central to games.”7 

I will end on a less happy note, because video games have a predominant conflictual 
nature we should try to improve and soften a little bit. I also believe a solid starting point 
for the newbies in the industry could be Valve’s Handbook for New Employees.8
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Table1: Addenda

Year Music Films Video games

2001 $23.6 $16.9 $20.0
2002 $22.1 $19.1 $21.8
2003 $20.7 $20.3 $23.3
2004 $20.5 $25.6 $26.3
2005 $20.0 $25.6 $27.6
2006 $19.4 $25.5 $31.6
2007 $18.2 $26.2 $41.9
2008 $16.9 $27.7 $55.0
2009 $15.8 $29.4 $60.4
2010 $14.9 $31.8 $63.5
2011 $14.8 $32.6 $67.5
2012 $14.9 $34.7 $70.6
2013 $14.6 $35.9 $76.5
2014 $14.3 $36.4 $84.8
2015 $14.8 $38.4 $93.1
2016 $15.7 $38.6 $106.5
2017 $18.3 $39.3 $121.7
2018 $19.3 $41.5 $137.9
2019 $20.4 $43.0 $151.9
2020 $21.5 $47.0 $165.9
2021 $22.6 $51.0 $180.1

Thousands of millions

Source:  
https://www.gameinformer.com/2019
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Abstract 
The article talks about Frederick Wiseman’s depiction of ballet in his two films about 
dance, Ballet (1995) and La danse - Le ballet de l’Opéra de Paris (2009), addressing one 
of the long-discussed subjects when it comes to the American documentarian: when 
does a trademark style become repetitive? 
 
Keywords Frederick Wiseman, auteur theory, ballet, dance, performativity, gender 
studies

I n 2009, Wiseman was finishing off his fortieth film in his (over) forty-year career, 
having visited as many institutions and their enclaves, X-raying the world one small 
bit at a time. As it would be the case with any other prolific director with such a 

coherent style, the question arises: when can we talk about falling into a rut? In the case 
of this American documentarian… it never does. The long stroll through institutions only 
goes to show the versatility of the direct cinema ethos, as every film tends to have an energy 
and rhythm adapted for the object of study. 

This being said, what will naturally happen is repetition. Tackling over forty institutions 
in a sociological manner, it follows that one will come in contact with similar situations, 
behavioral patterns and discourses that overlap.

La danse – Le ballet de l’Opéra de Paris is a good example, although it is pretty dif-
ferent from Wiseman’s other films. This is because here the sociological observation and 
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in how minorities are represented in film and has recently developed an interest for experimental 
filmmaking, that plays with the boundaries of the form. Alex has been writing about film and 
theater since his freshman year for Romanian publications such as Film Menu, Acoperişul de Sticlă 
and Liternet. His most recent publishing efforts are the editorial project “Girls on Film”, that tells the 
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the dissection of an institution in all its departments and categories are relegated to the 
background and in the forefront we have the observation of an artistic process; this does 
not leave as much space for a discussion on socio-politics or the internal hierarchy of the 
Parisian Opera, verging more towards a deconstruction of dance, movement and a recon-
struction of them as language. 

CAMERA
Filming dance, as opposed to, say, hospitals, is a very different thing. When talking about 
transposing one art, a mostly performative one, a live, three-dimensional one in the medium 
of one that is mostly visual, recorded and two-dimensional, has its challenges. A dancer, 
Merce Cunningham, turned film director talks about the differences in perspective:

Camera space presented a challenge. It has clear limits, but it also gives 
opportunities of working with dance that are not available on the stage. The 
camera takes a fixed view, but it can be moved. There is the possibility of 
cutting to a second camera which can change the size of the dancer, which, 
to my eye, also affects the time, the rhythm of the movement. It can also 
show dance in a way not always possible on the stage: that is, the use of 
detail which in the broader context of theatre does not appear.1

There is a certain tendency in reviews of Wiseman’s films to compare him to a poet – be 
it Whitman2 or Yeats3, critics seem to see in the American documentarian something lyrical. 
Or, better yet, they see in his rhythmic abilities something like prosody. That being said, I 
would argue that Wiseman’s process, although marked by his formalist inclination (even 
if it is masked as austerity), is one of deconstruction. To take an institution and break it 
down in a mundane situation, rearranged into an artistic product following certain aesthetic 
(and, at times, political) criteria, is not something that is necessarily poetic.

However, if one of his films could be reclaimed as artistic meditation, La danse would 
be the one. The camera is no longer as rigid or as spasmodic as in his colder films, or the 
ones where the emphasis is on the content of each scene (e.g. a boy overdosing in Hospital 
or a few bourgeois ladies delivering speeches about Central Park in the eponymous film 
etc.) Instead, Wiseman follows an aesthetic criterion. Dancer-turned-dance-film-director 
Evann Seibens outlines the nuances in some of the most common ways to shoot a dance 
choreography: 

Another difference between stage space and film space is that the film 
director gets to decide where the audience lays its gaze. This is manifest in 
the basic differences of shot size: close-ups, medium shots, and full shots. 
Many people believe that dancers should be shot in a full frame, with plenty 
of head and foot room. For archival documentation, this is obviously the 
best practice since the point of the work is to capture the choreography in 
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its entirety. However, to shoot a creative dance film in a continuous long 
wide shot is to miss the power of the close-up and the subtleties of choreog-
raphy: a turn of the head, a movement of the hands. This freedom is what 
makes filming dance so exciting, though style is personal and depends on 
the aesthetics of the director. One dance film may feature a series of long, 
carefully choreographed moving shots, while another will consist of short, 
rapidly edited still images, creating the choreography through the editing 
as much as through the movement.4

This description seems to hardly apply to a documentarian known for the most part 
for his austere style, for his fly-on-the-wall technique, refined and embraced as personal 
style. But Wiseman himself seems to have had the nature of artistic authorship on his 
mind when filming, and adapted this aesthetic to the specific realm he was working in:

For La danse, I’d seen too many bad movies where the dance was at the 
service of the shooting, the filmmaker imposing his interpretation on the 
choreographer. I wanted to see as much as possible of the dances, I wanted 
to use wide shots so that you see the dancers, the partnering, the steps, the 
whole body.5

Wiseman’s camera is therefore even less noticeable than in the rest of his films. Compared 
to the emergency room (Hospital, 1970) or a classroom filled with blind children (Blind, 
1987), the rehearsal rooms are more contained, and the framed gesture, movement or 
moment is easier to distinguish. For the study of movement apparent here, he leaves space 
in the frame, containing the whole action inside, less broken into details or narrow shots. 
But when it is broken as such, he starts off in a wide shot, following the whole action, 
and then going into details that have already been addressed in the dialogue of the scene 
(a certain step or movement that the choreographer is working on with the dancer), then 
going back to a wide shot showing us the whole dance sequence. It is also noteworthy that 
he manages to film in rooms filled with mirrors, without being highly noticeable (if you are 
not watching the film, just try to spot him). And the movement does turn into something 
hypnotic through repetition, especially showcased through such images. 

MOVEMENT
La danse can very well be entered into Wiseman’s films about institutions reinventing 
themselves*, if we think of the reform concerning the dancers’ pensions, for example, or 
the eclectic mix of the theater’s repertoire. Ever since the beginning, after the usual estab-
lishing shots that lead us into the story/execution, Wiseman puts together three scenes 

* Of which a good example is Ex Libris (2017) about the diverse variations of the concept of a library: 
what does it mean today, what function does it serve and what is its relationship with actual books.
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that show three very different types of dance – a warm-up, rehearsals (in a pair) led by 
Wayne McGregor for a contemporary dance show (Genus) and a general rehearsal for the 
whole cast of a more classical ballet. Even in the beginning, Wiseman introduces us in the 
Opera’s microcosm relying on the differences between the movements we expect to see and 
what is being filmed, emphasizing the different types of ballet that (co-)exist nowadays. 

Throughout the film, the rehearsal process has different nuances depending on who 
is leading them. McGregor politely corrects the dancers and explains what is not working 
while demonstrating, but leaving a bit of leeway for discovering, with his dancers, move-
ments that bring something new. On the other side we have Pierre Lacotte, who critiques 
the subtleties of a ballerina’s movements, stopping and directing his dancers while sitting 
and gossiping with Ghislaine Thesmar about important figures in ballet and the way they 
were executing certain movements. Then we have Angelin Preljocaj’s style, based on acting, 
on the intention of each movement, transforming it into a narrative symbol.

In a way, what is most peculiar about Wiseman’s film is that the rehearsal process, 
apart from its central position in the film’s structure, is oftentimes more interesting than 
the final product. We are not dealing here with a usual making-of, in which the creative 
process is used to potentiate interest for the show, film or artistic object presented, but 
one where, through the rehearsals, we see the vocabulary and (in a more limited amount) 
the syntax of a language. In the work process of a ballet dancer and a choreographer, the 
dance sequences routines are broken down in micro-details, like the movement of a specific 
muscle, a certain landing, the angle of a member, etc., making them accessible, composing 
an introduction into what dance really is, into movement as language.

Sure, nobody actually unpacks or goes into the details of the choreographers’ pedantic 
explanations about each movement, but neither is that Wiseman’s style. In spite of this 
refusal of pedagogy, I am not on the side of those who think La danse is only suitable for 
“balletophiles” who have done their homework, that recognize the characters and could 
gain a sort of insight into their favorite creators’ work process. Quite the opposite, neo-
phytes (like the author of this text) get an apt point of departure into an art that has the 
reputation of being exceedingly hermetic (like everything that has a certain tradition, like 
everything haut). The most informative intervals turn out to be the rehearsals of Laurent 
Hilaire, whose style of unpacking the routines is varied – he either explains a graceful finger 
gesture as symbolizing destiny, urges a ballerina to be “more open” when lifting her arms 
(showing and explaining the difference between doing it for yourself and doing it for the 
public), or criticizes the corps during tech rehearsals for lack of attention and coordina-
tion. At this point, Hilaire was recently retired (his last show had been in 2007), and his 
advantage was that he could exemplify the movements he was asking for, unveiling at the 
same time the interior process he had been using not so long ago.

Pierre Lacotte and Ghislaine Thesmar, around 80 and 60, respectively, break down the 
movements much less, only explaining the problems through words. On the one hand, this 
shows their experience in the field, since they can define the problem and find the solution 
through verbal instructions only, but their discourse in the scene is a continuous criticism 
with a hint of snobbery of a long list of names such as George Balanchine and Suzanne 
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Farrell (“whose defects have become qualities for others”). The majority of spectators will not 
understand their scholarly assessment of ballet, but will see the classic image of old-timers 
discussing in their own lexicon, much less accessibly to an uninitiated person. But even this 
scene has an important component: it explains (indirectly) that a certain stance, a standard 
movement, can be correct despite the dancer’s variation of it (a theme that has already been 
tackled in Ballet, 1995). Thus, even if this is not something stressed upon, the dancer’s crea-
tive contribution, the way he uses his instrument, is a recurring theme throughout the film. 

That being said, this sort of haughty erudition is not very present in Wiseman’s film, 
and this is precisely what makes the rehearsals in La danse more interesting than the actual 
shows. Broken down into muscles, stances and attitudes, the vocabulary of ballet seems 
less intimidating, especially when (re)watching the same movement over and over again, 
varying with every indication from the choreographer. However, when that movement is 
recomposed in the show, when we see the whole routine, the entirety of the scene, ballet 
language closes off again, and the detailed comprehension of the movement once again 
becomes harder. On top of this, the way Wiseman films these shows somewhat corrupts 
its choreography and direction, despite his best intentions. 

The movement, the set-design, the costumes were conceived for the stage, for a specific 
art, to create a certain image(ry). The filmed image of the stage loses the effect that the 
same image would have, had it been consumed directly, the same way framing just the 
dancer(s) eliminates the negative space of the stage, that is itself rather important. In a 
way, this uncertain nature of authorship (Wiseman’s perspective on X’s choreography of 
Y ballet, danced by Z) makes the clips taken from the show important only as samples 
of language in action, as elements of vocabulary set into a definitive semantic structure. 

MASCULINE/FEMININE
Although he still pivots around the relationships and way of functioning of an institution, 
Wiseman seems to be still influenced by performativity and the process of instruction when 
structuring Boxing Gym (2010). Throughout this film, we observe the process of initiation 
transforming from long descriptive speeches for new-comers, into brief sentences and, then, 
into onomatopoeia for advanced boxers (just like the choreographer McGregor was punc-
tuating the sequence of movements with his special blend of sounds, somewhere between 
beatbox and Morse code). Of course, there is a big difference in experience between the 
troupe from the Parisian opera house, where all the dancers are professionals (thus, already 
initiated), and the boxing gym’s clients (most of whom are amateurs).

But Boxing Gym continues in the realm of performativity because Wiseman pays a 
lot of attention to incorporate the rhythm of the fights and training sessions (with their 
incorporated metronome, the strikes) into the film’s rhythm, just like, say, the piano sets 
the tone for La danse. The thumps of the ballet shoes (a sort of emphasis on the physical 
limitations of the illusion of grace that the rest of the body is performing) are replaced 
with the quick and silent steps of the fighters, contrasting with the vigor and power of 
the punches. Of course, there is a gendered perspective on the two films. La danse mostly 
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showcases the feminine part of the company, containing very little scenes with the male 
dancers’ work process*. This also happens because there is a huge difference between being 
a ballerina and male ballet-dancer, which we could also conclude from an interview with an 
aspiring trans ballerina, talking how biases are so prevalent in the world of classical dance 
that she would be disqualified long before bringing up her gender identity:

I think you’d be hard-pressed to find a stronger gender bias than in ballet. 
If you want to succeed in ballet as a girl, you need to be near perfect for it 
physically and work very hard from a young age. There is more allowance 
for the height and appearance for male dancers.6

In a way, ballet is keeping alive a standard of femininity by hyperbolizing it (grace, 
beauty, sparkle, being thin, etc.). Moreover, as often discussed, women are more strongly 
associated with performativity, with being looked at. Thus, Wiseman’s choice of giving 
more attention to the ballerinas is not by chance, and Brigitte Lefèvre’s speech on how a 
dancer is “half boxer, half nun”, denoting the two types of dedication/endurance necessary 
for this career (physical and psychical) becomes relevant. 

On the other hand, box has always been a place for male fantasy, exaggerating the 
myth of power and virility and framing it in a competitive context, a fight for dominance 
(whereas in ballet, the end goal is purely performative). As I was saying before, Wiseman 
builds his film around diegetic rhythms, just as he did in his dance film, and, in a sense, 
frames it in a performative paradigm, not a competitive one. Sure, the shots are shorter, 
but the rhythm is also more alert, we do not need the long and wide shots to observe the 
entirety of a movement, because, although the whole body is being used, the central point 
is the same, the punch or its evasion. The boxers are themselves in a sort of rehearsal, and 
the beginning and end of the moving represent precisely this – we see the aspirational air 
of the posters, exploding with fierce masculinity and, finally, we see a boxing match (in a 
sense, the premiere). 

PAST/PRESENT – BALLET / LA DANSE
In La danse, Wiseman pays much less attention to the non-performative departments and 
jobs of the opera house, only a few shots and short scenes show us tailors at work, make-up 
artists and, weirdly, a beekeeper** professing on the institution’s rooftop. However, it still 
features a few of Wiseman’s older preoccupations. 

As already mentioned, it could be very well assimilated into the Central Park cycle that 
follows an institution, that (in the case of La danse) has existed for 300 years, changing 

* At least when it comes to dancers. Men are usually choreographers, people that give orders and not 
the ones executing them.

** After prolonged research, I found out that he is a retired stagehand who keeps raising bees on the 
Opera’s roof. The institution is so into it that his honey can actually be purchased at Opera’s gift shop. (https://
www.wbur.org/news/2009/12/18/wiseman)

https://www.wbur.org/news/2009/12/18/wiseman
https://www.wbur.org/news/2009/12/18/wiseman
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its structure and artistic process. At the forefront of these changes is Brigitte Lefèvre, a 
former member of the company, now artistic director of the Opera, handling meetings with 
sponsors (“big benefactors”), consulting troublesome dancers and dancers with personal 
troubles, as well as tackling a lot of administrative problems. 

She herself having been in her youth a big promoter of contemporary dance, Lefèvre 
seems very preoccupied to modernize the repertoire and form dancers in this direction. 
Her biggest enemy seems to be the younger members’ disinterest and the low attendance 
at the contemporary ballet courses. This contemporary-classical axis is another form of 
the past versus present theme, a through-line in both of Wiseman’s ballet films (even the 
notion of the public institution’s reconfiguration is based on the same dichotomy). 

Even if there is no explanation as to why the younger dancers are not fans of the contem-
porary dance courses (maybe it was their day off, maybe a form of the novice’s ambition to 
tackle the canon first), a discrepancy between the youth and the elders is always visible in 
the rehearsal process, with the younger ones performing and the older ones giving orders. 
Sure, this discrepancy is not as present here as in Ballet, where Agnes de Mille is giving 
incomprehensible indications from a wheelchair or the short pan showing an audience full 
of coquette old-ladies, but it is felt in the subject of the pension. In Ballet the troupe is very 
young, but the professionals in La danse think of their career differently – for example, a 
dancer wants to get out of doing some variations because “she’s not 25 anymore” and she 
wants to take care of her body. The same preoccupation is somewhat visible in the 1995 
film, but the emphasis is on the risk of hurting oneself, with frequent scenes showing the 
ever-present chiropractor. One of the films shows us the fear of injury, the other the need 
for conservation, the idea of protecting one’s self from the body’s imminent degradation.

Considering that in Ballet the age discrepancies between the choreographers and the 
dancers are always big and, thus, very present, in La danse, on the contrary, most of the 
choreographers are roughly the same age as the troupe. This is also because, in the 2009 film, 
the limited window of opportunity for a dancer (closing at around 45) is talked about a lot. 
Hence, a lot of the choreographers seem to be around that age, in a sense, transitioning. 

Furthermore, when talking about differences, Wiseman’s study of the American Ballet 
Theater is also a lot more human, especially the second half. In the beginning, the films 
seem very similar in terms of structure (rehearsals + shows), but afterwards, in Ballet, 
Wiseman pays more attention to breaks, to the relationships between colleagues and, finally, 
documenting the European tour, which takes up a lot of space in the film. This tour is a 
constant shift between the dancers entertaining themselves and relaxing (e.g. going to the 
beach) and the very polished shows. In La danse, on the other hand, the rehearsal-show 
cycle is broken by scenes about the administrative side of the institution.

In short, the films’ titles explain the differences between them most conclusively – Ballet 
is concerned with the dancers (as professionals and humans) and the company, while La 
danse – Le ballet de l’Opéra de Paris is concerned with the creative process and the way the 
institution is run. Both are multi-dimension and achieve in-depth depictions of what is 
chosen, but La danse stands apart because of Wiseman’s attention to language (both cinema 
and dance) and to the more polished visual style (not to mention the superior company). 
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So, though the subject of ballet is repeated, the film’s form (and themes showcased 
through it) are very different. Wiseman’s very coherent aesthetic is, in reality, very flexible, 
allowing for two films that showcase dance and the professionals’ life to underline and 
emphasize very different aspects – one takes apart dance and the way an institution is 
run, the other the way the dancer exists in the personal and professional spheres. On the 
other hand, the same aesthetic coherence allows for a very rigorous comparison between 
Boxing Gym and La danse, two films with very different subject matters, that both contain 
a gendered sort of performance. 

Wiseman’s cinematic observations of the world around him may seem similar, or even 
the same, but his nuanced portrayal of them, the way he refines his tools for each subject, 
makes him a very interesting author, beyond his few earlier and more political films. 
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Abstract 
The following article refers to the 13th edition of the International Technology, 
Education and Development Conference in Valencia, and contains also a summary 
of the author’s findings presented at the venue. Technology plays an important part 
in nowadays education and various methods like gamification, interactivity, the use 
of video, are used to increase students’ motivation, engage them in the educational 
process and increase the effectiveness of teaching. The article focuses also on 
the personal tools implemented during sound classes, with concrete results after 
conducting research among students and learning about their preferences. 
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T he 13th INTED (International Technology, Education and Development 
Conference) took place between 11 and 13 March 2019 in Valencia, Spain. 
Along with the other two well-known conferences, EDULEARN and ICERI, 

INTED is one of the most important events in the field of innovation in education, 
integrating technology as a means of education, and creating new teaching methods. All 
three conferences are organized by IATED, the International Academy of Technology, 
Education and Development.

This year’s event opened in the famous Palacio de Congresos and attracted 700 teachers, 
academics and researchers from 75 countries to explore new perspectives and ways to cross 
borders and jump over obstacles in education. The program included 440 presentations 
within parallel sections and interactive work sessions, each structured around different 
themes and areas. These sessions took place at the Meliá Convention Hotel. Topics dis-
cussed included blended learning, advanced learning through technology, the experience of 
MOOCs (massive open online courses), ethical aspects in the educational process, language 
learning innovations, social media and gamification principles in the field of education, aug-
mented and virtual reality, flipped learning and much more. To be able to participate at the 
INTED 2019 with a contribution, one had to send an abstract until mid-December 2018 

Laura Lăzărescu-Thois has studied sound and editing at UNATC, Bucharest. Since 2014 she is a 
University lecturer, Ph.D., teaching at the sound department. In 2018 she finished a second BA 
in marketing at the Academy of Economic Studies in Bucharest. She is working both in video 
production and in the marketing field.
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and, after approval, to submit the complete article by mid-January 2019. Each participant 
was able to decide whether he or she wanted to be present with an oral presentation (as a 
speaker), a poster presentation or just as a virtual participant. Virtual participation means 
only submitting the article without being present at the conference. All submissions will 
be published in a conference volume, having its own ISBN and DOI, which will lead to 
an important exchange of expertise.

Although the conference started on 11 March, it was possible to attend a pre-conference 
workshop organized the day before by the Google Research and Teaching Academy. Led by 
Wendy Gorton, Director of International Education at EdTechTeam, attendees were able 
to gather and use information to increase classroom efficiency, stimulate student creativity, 
and create the best possible conditions for online classroom environments. The interactive 
sessions were also led by Wendy Gorton. Participants were able to gather insights into 
virtual reality and social media as tools in the teaching process or product design and put 
these insights to practical use in groups.

There were two keynote speakers at this year’s event: Barbara Oakley from the Oakland 
University and Eric Sheninger from the International Center for Leadership in Education. 
The presentation held by Barbara Oakley, best known for the world’s most popular MOOC, 
“Learning How to Learn”, focused on her research into neuroscience, or more precisely, 
how the brain learns. These findings will be useful for teachers to help their students encode 
information, concepts, and techniques neutrally into the long-term memory.

Eric Sheninger spoke of the transformation the learning process has recently undergone, 
thanks to the rapid technological innovations that have radically changed the working 
environment of current students. Some of the topics of discussion were: the importance 
of the classroom and its design, the professional growth of teachers, how schools work 
with the community, and the sustainability of digital leadership.

PARTICIPATING AT INTED 2019
During the last years, I read various articles regarding the innovation of the teaching process. 
I aimed to change my way of teaching, to improve it according to the new demands of the 
current young generation, so that the students become more captivated, more motivated, 
their results more effective, and their grades increased.

I started to do more in-depth research comparing different tools, reading about their 
efficiency, and thinking about how to implement them during my classes. At the same 
time, I published various articles about the topic of innovating the educational process. I 
participated with a poster presentation in the INTED 2019 conference in Valencia with an 
article focusing on technology, interactivity, and teamwork in the sound teaching process 
at the Film Faculty. The conference experience, the presentations, and workshops, the 
discussions with specialists and researchers served as a great source of inspiration for my 
constant goal of improving my teaching methodologies.

During the last decade, technology has greatly influenced teaching methods. Internet, 
social media, applications and e-learning platforms have gained foreground in today’s 
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educational processes. Moreover, it has become indispensable in the profession of a teacher 
to renew and constantly adapt the teaching methods to suit students’ demand for a rapid 
transfer of information. Different methods like gamification, flipped learning, MOOCs, 
and other tools are used to achieve better assimilation of topics, to stimulate interactivity, 
and to obtain better results among pupils.

Being a University teacher, Ph.D. at the National University of Theatre and Film 
“I. L. Caragiale”, Film Faculty, in Bucharest, is the perfect premise for using the tools from 
the filmmaking domain in the educational process. Thus, methods like video tutorials, 
online videos, workshops and teamwork, even VR and 360° videos, can be used not only 
as a result of studying film but also as pedagogical means.

Film is the art form that most depends on technology, hence all the technological 
advancement in the film industry regarding image (from HD to 4K, 5K, 8K, etc.), graphics 
and visual effects (combining live-action footage with impressive CGI), and sound (sur-
round sound and new sound formats, like Dolby Atmos). 

At our Film Faculty, students create their own films starting the first semester. They 
write their scripts, learn how to shoot and record, and get familiarized with the equip-
ment and technology on which filmmaking is so dependent. But including technology 
also in the learning process at the film universities can help students acquire information 
in a more versatile way, boosting their motivation, and maybe helping them embrace a 
possible academic career.

Considering this and the fact that we have all the necessary film equipment in our 
university, why not use technology also in the teaching process? In addition to producing 
films, 360° productions, and presentation clips, why not also use them during classes? I 
wanted to find out what innovative methods my students prefer and consider effective 
for learning. I, therefore, applied various techniques with them at the sound department 
where I teach sound.

GAMIFICATION
The first method I used with two series of students was gamification. It is defined as a set 
of activities and processes and should be based on the characteristics of game elements. 
The purpose of gamification is to engage participants in tasks, improve motivation and 
collaboration, while also increasing retention and self-efficacy1. It leads to an active con-
struction instead of a passive reception, helping students to develop their collaboration, 
creativity, decision making, and problem-solving skills2.

The game mechanics are composed of self-elements, like points, levels, time restrictions, 
badges, and social elements, like interactive cooperation and leaderboards3. Among the 
reasons one chooses to play a game, we count enjoyment, the desire to escape monotony, 
stress reduction or even to improve life satisfaction4. One of the most important factors 
contributing to augmenting the effectiveness of the educational process is fun, the so-called 
“secret ingredient” of gamification and an essential aspect that stimulates students to 
perform their tasks5.
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After teaching various theoretical topics, students were invited to test their knowledge 
and complete online quizzes which offered them points and awards, permitting them to 
compete for a better ranking position. The participation in the quizzes during the semester 
and the results mattered for their final grade.

At the end of the semester, I’ve tested their knowledge of the theoretical information 
that was taught during the semester. This embraced also the form of a game, where they 
were split into teams, competing for points. They had to respond to questions, the team 
member who responded correctly or in a shorter period got points. One of the team mem-
bers had to perform a concept drawn on a paper, letting the colleagues guess it by using 
words or explanations, avoiding the concrete use of the required word.

This interactive approach of assimilating knowledge was something new for the students, 
they enjoyed playing this game and had fun while rehearsing the information taught the 
entire semester.

COLLABORATION AND TEAMWORK
Collaboration is essential and indispensable nowadays in many types of areas. Cultivating 
the development of collaborative skills in students of all fields is one of the most important 
objectives that the teacher needs to set and follow in class. The concept of collaborative 
learning6 is to stimulate students in achieving mutual goals through teamwork. Encouraging 
team interaction and discussing the tasks and progress is essential in maintaining a good 
collaborative environment7.

Filmmaking is impossible without collaboration, interactivity, and teamwork. Of course, 
the most important aspect is to teach students according to their chosen specialization, 
i.e. directing, sound, editing, but developing their social skills and preparing them for the 
real work environment after graduating are also important aspects one should consider.

Stimulating collaboration can be done through exercises in teams, where students 
switch roles, where they learn to be responsible and respect deadlines, convince others of 
their ideas, become organized, diplomatic, and real team players. Developing collabora-
tion skills in the students should be a focus early on, because students are tempted at the 
beginning of studentship to create their ideas and movies on their own, refusing teamwork. 
Some students at directing edit their movies, scriptwriters are also directors, actors become 
producers. It is important to be multi-tasking and to gain experience in all film areas. But 
even though some of them fulfill many roles in the film crew, it is nevertheless teamwork 
that needs to be cultivated among them, preparing them for the real film industry where 
they will work with various types of personalities.

During sound class, they had various assignments, like creating short movies in teams, 
where each of them experienced the role of being a director, an actor, a director of pho-
tography or a sound recordist, even if all were students at the film sound department.

Collaboration came along with various challenges: some students didn’t want to work 
together, preferring to collaborate only with their friends; some assured their colleagues 
they will be present at the film shootings, but then they didn’t show up; deadlines risked 
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to not being kept; there was also a lack of communication between them, etc.
But it was an important lesson, teaching them to be flexible regarding teamwork but at 

the same time to respect commitments, to be able to work in various team constellations, 
and eventually fulfill their tasks.

VIDEO TUTORIALS AND WORKSHOPS
Another technique I used was the presentation of various topics through videos and sound 
examples. It is important to consider the fact that students should acquire knowledge not 
only from their class teacher but also through various other forms of media.

They watched excerpts of renowned movies, tutorials of different sound plugins, famous 
films’ making-ofs, examples for recording techniques, exercises for sharpening their listening 
skills, sound recordings with examples, and exercises for critical listening.

I think it’s important that students not only focus on producing video and sound but 
that they regard these products also as a method of learning. Adopting this way of thinking 
can help them either create educational videos, online tutorials, MOOCs, and prepare 
them also for an academic career.

I also conducted workshops among students, facilitating their visit to various professional 
studios, where they could witness recording sessions and learn directly from professionals in 
the field. They were able to ask questions about the sound recording challenges, about film 
shootings, about various workflows in the postproduction of sound, and also to directly 
work on different studio gear and equipment.

The encounter with specialists in the sound industry and the view of a real sound 
facility awoke their appetite for perfecting their skills, become entrepreneurs and create 
their sound studio, or starting as an intern in one of the existing studios. They need to 
see the real aspects and implications of their future job, not only after finishing university 
but already during their studies.

RESULTS
I’ve surveyed my current and former students because I wanted to know their opinion about 
the various teaching methods and which they consider the most effective and appropriate 
to their needs. The survey contained 10 questions, which students could complete online. 
The number of students enrolled at art universities is small, compared to other universities, 
therefore, 26 students completed this survey.

Asked their opinion regarding the use of technology in the educational process in 
classes, 73.08% of the students strongly agreed that this is an important procedure, and 
26.92% agreed.

Gamification methods proved to be very useful to 42.31% of the respondents, while 
30.77% found them somewhat useful.
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69.23% of the students think that exercises for building teamwork among students 
are very important, and 15.38% think they are extremely important.

Figure 1. About gamification
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Figure 1. About teamwork.
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While being asked about the use of videos and tutorials, 46.15% of students that 
answered the survey agreed that the teacher should include these tools during classes, 
while 34.62% strongly agreed.

Figure 3. About videos and tutorials.
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The teacher should include videos and tutorials during classes.

When asked what methods they consider efficient for learning sound at the sound class 
(1 is the most efficient, 5 the least efficient), respondents considered workshops as being 
the most important method (score of 3.64), followed by tutorials and videos (score 3) and 
exercises for teamwork (score 2.91).

Asking them which methods they would prefer to encounter more often in the sound 
class, 36% chose workshops, 24% considered teamwork and interactivity, and then games 
(20%) and videos and tutorials (also 20%).

CONCLUSIONS
Teaching methods have undergone many changes in recent years and most of the influence 
is thanks to technology, a strong ally in today’s educational processes. It becomes crucial 
to adopt different teaching methodologies and to use technology in education, serving 
a diversification of the teaching methods and a more interactive way of participating in 
classes and assimilating the topics.
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At the same time, it’s important to constantly get feedback from students, see which 
methods they prefer, find useful or interesting, and which ones help them learn better. 
My wish is to further include these different approaches in my classroom, putting more 
effort into creating interesting workshops and games, and developing students’ interaction 
and collaboration skills.

Being at the INTED 2019 was a powerful and inspiring experience, and afterwards, I 
already sketched some aspects that I will like to further investigate during classes. Therefore, 
my next experiments will focus on flipped learning, but also on improving the existing 
methods that were appreciated by students. The effectiveness of the methods will be easily 
measured through surveys, but also through observation: which tools help students learn 
faster, remember theoretical aspects, suit their own personality, and help them become 
proficient in their working field.

The interactivity with like-minded peers is very important for every teacher and 
researcher. I encourage my fellow colleagues to participate at least once in this conference 
because the exchange of ideas contributes not only to the enrichment of the participant’s 
professional development, but also to their personal development.
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Abstract 
This article presents a report of the roundtable discussions held in 2019 on the 
sidelines of the TIFF festival in Romania under the title ”A Brief History of Chinese-
Romanian Film Communication.” Based on the socialist history of the two countries’ 
mutual interest in, and export of each other’s cinematic material during and 
after Mao’s era, I argue that, as the roundtable talks disclosed, many of the works 
considered in postsocialism worthless ideological propaganda constitute a potentially 
rich and undervalued source of research on both trans-culturalism and film theory. As 
the reception of some Romanian films in China demonstrates, I posit that these films 
should be treated by researchers with the utmost interest and respect, and should 
not be automatically relegated to the dustbin of history, as previous film critics have 
argued. 
 
Keywords 
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T he 2019 edition of the Transilvania International Film Festival (TIFF) offered 
something quite distinct from its usual menu of Romanian New Wave releases, 
East European premieres, and horror shorts. As part of a section titled “China 

Focus,” which brought to the city of Cluj the recent works of such directors as Bi Gan 
(Long Day’s Journey into Night, 2018) and Heng Yang (Ghost in the Mountains, 2017),1 but 
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also that of classic-era predecessors such as Wu Yonggang (The Goddess, 1934), the curators 
put together a roundtable discussion titled “A Brief History of Chinese-Romanian Film 
Communication.” While this may sound like a niche topic addressed solely to specialized 
scholars, the talk constituted a veritable gold mine for film researchers, critics, and histo-
rians alike as it investigated not only the socialist-era exchange of films between the then 
two socialist countries, but also the intimate ways in which cultural cooperation tightened 
economic exchanges between Asia and Eastern Europe, at a time when such convergence 
was more often than not impossible. 

Conceived by Beijing Film Academy graduate and critic Wang Yao, the title of the sym-
posium was partly intended as homage to Romanian animator and filmmaker Ion Popescu 
Gopo whose Scurtă istorie (Brief History), a satirical look at the evolution of mankind as 
seen through the figure of his trademark character, the “Little Man,” won the short film 
Palme d’Or at Cannes in 1957. And if the roundtable took place under the aegis of past 
masters, this only contributed a bit of nostalgia to the general purpose of the meeting. 
Centered on research undertaken by Wang Yao and Marian Țuțui of the Institute of Art 
History, the gist of the presentations was a cultural exhumation, so to speak, of some gems 
of socialist cinema which, given the generalized anti-communist climate that determined 
the country’s about-face after 1989, would have been all but doomed to eternal forgetting.

The films primarily brought into conversation were those of what Romanian critics 
have called “collaborationist” directors. Among these, the dominating and domineering 
figure is that of highly controversial Sergiu Nicolaescu,2 a director whose role during the 
communist regime was that of allegedly churning out pure propaganda and entertain-
ment works for the entire duration of the socialist period. (Popescu, 2011) To add insult 
to injury, to the dismay of the scholarly community intent on condemning this genre in 
favor of the much-acclaimed Romanian New Wave, Nicolaescu’s only work discussed at 
the roundtable was a vilified socialist realist film of the purest kind.

Zile fierbinți (Scorching Days) is a 1975 factory drama in which a naval yard lead engineer 
ignores both orders from the top and safety rules in his Stakhanovite insistence to solely 
use locally-built spare parts for the completion of a sea-bound ship (to the detriment of a 
Japanese propeller imported from a capitalist economy). Formulaic as socialist-realist plots 
tend to be, this brings him the temporary opprobrium of co-workers and family, who, 
after undergoing a transformative process during which they realize the trustworthiness of 
the lead engineer’s ideas, end up validating his nonconformist point of view. A cinematic 
work meant to boost nationalistic morale at a time of economic self-confidence, the film 
was after 1989 considered not only shameful communist propaganda, but it was deemed 
representative of Nicolaescu’s own monomaniacal approach to filmmaking (he both directed 
and starred in most of his films), with some critics going as far as comparing the Romanian 
director to the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu. (Popescu, 220) 

Two questions arise: First, why is this important more than forty years after the release 
of the film, and second, of course, what does this have to do with China? Unbeknownst 
to Romanian audiences (who largely ignored the film), Nicolaescu’s drama was not only 
distributed in China in 1977, but it did so to wide acclaim. Moreover, Nicolaescu’s 
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stubborn character type developed a veritable cult following, being perceived in the Asian 
communist country as a model for self-management along the lines favored by Tito’s style 
of factory worker-ownership. Finally, the renegade Romanian engineer became a symbol 
of rectitude, standing for the type of contestation to Party practices, which at the time of 
Mao’s death in 1977 was becoming a desirable model of intellectual approach to political 
life – a model soon to be adopted by Deng Xiaoping in his deviation from the orthodox 
communist orientation of his predecessor. 

Aside from the rich implications that the re-evaluation of Scorching Days in China 
carries for reception theory, translation, and even cultural studies, what the discussion of 
the film at this year’s festival fore-fronted was the ability to use socialist cinema history 
not only as a tool for undertaking valuable research, but also as a means to understand the 
way in which film helped promote inter-culturalism in the former “Soviet bloc”. In fact, 
the presentations of Dana Duma (deputy editor-in-chief of Noul Cinema film magazine 
between 1990-1998, and the current editor-in-chief of Film quarterly) and Mihai Fulger 
(film critic and artistic director of the National Film Archive ) further emphasized that the 
147 Chinese films exported to Romania between 1949 and 19893, as well as the Romanian 
films exported to China during the same period played an important part in raising the 
mutual curiosity of the two cultures, as well as establishing a climate of mutual learning. 

I would even venture to state that focusing on cross-Eurasian cooperation in these 
postsocialist cultures today is particularly important in the context in which Eastern 
European cultures as Romania, currently obsessed with underlining their rapprochement 
with Western Europe, proceeded to minimize and even belittle their former ties with 

Zile fierbinți (Scorching Days) 
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Asian countries. We should not forget that communication between socialist-era cinemas 
(whether Sino-Romanian, Sino-Albanian, or Sino-Yugoslav) contributed to an increased 
exposure of Asian cultural values in Eastern Europe. This is particularly important because 
the heritage of Asia in Europe in general was filtered until then through the negative reading 
of Asian cultures promoted since the age of the Enlightenment, when Asian despotism was 
seen as a backward system of governance, contrasting sharply with the ascending values 
of democracy propagated by the West (Wang: 2014). However, such views ignore the 
postcolonial similarities that China and Eastern European countries shared, most times 
due to the colonial exploitation of the West, as well as a not too uncommon heritage that 
still saw these cultures steeped in tradition and superstition. Ironically, these were the very 
conservative attributes of postcolonialism that communism attempted to overcome in both 
China and Eastern Europe, sometimes successfully. 

Despite the negative spin that postsocialist theorists (Cioroianu: 2003; Tismaneanu: 
2005) have put on the rapprochement between China and Romania (Ceausescu’s visit to 
China in 1971 is often cited as a source of cultural depreciation for Romania’s cultural 
capital in light of the latter’s alleged belongingness to a common European space), it 
is formidable that cinema could intercede between audiences that had been until then 
separated by distinct cultures and widely different languages. Films promoting common 
values during socialism were indeed able to highlight the similarities, rather than point 
out the differences between the two countries. If Ceaușescu’s visit is currently seen as the 
inspiration for his seminal discourse held at the Romanian Communist Party congress in 
1971 known as The July Theses, and is commonly associated with the slippage of Romania 
into dogma, what is less discussed is the way in which this visit also helped close some of 
the cultural gaps that had kept Asia in the minds of European scholars until the close of 
the twentieth century in the peripheral position then deemed adequate to a backwater, 
underdeveloped culture. 

As Wang Yao and Ţuţui correctly argued, much of the information available today to 
broad Chinese audiences about Eastern Europe (and even Europe at large) comes from the 
socialist-era intercultural dialogue heralded by the exchange of cinematic works between 
the two regions. And this dialogue is personified by yet another episode of now-forgotten 
history shared by the erstwhile socialist allies: the common anti-fascist front. Socialist-era 
war films promoting the struggle against fascism in Eastern Europe were even more popular 
in China than the locally made anti-Japanese films. The enduring legacy of a film like Valter 
brani Sarajevo (Walter Defends Sarajevo) for instance, a Yugoslav production of 1972 which 
is still fondly remembered by Chinese audiences today4, proves that the values promoted 
during socialism were not always empty slogans and affectless propaganda. Likewise, if 
the struggle against anti-imperialism is today only an empty phrase, the Romanian films 
screened in China at the time raised awareness of a foreign culture while equally offering 
the entertainment and the romantic angle Chinese audiences needed at a time when too 
much focus was being invested in the political component. 

It is no surprise that due to the isolation resulting from the Cultural Revolution, an 
800-million strong Chinese audience was forced to watch the same eight revolutionary 
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operas, as clichés would have it.5 However, some scholars noted that this was not exactly 
the case, as aside from locally-produced films, spectators were also allowed (encouraged 
even) to watch a wide range of films originating in other socialist countries. According 
to British film scholar Chris Berry, Chinese spectators were so familiar with these films 
(some of which they would see several times) that they attached to each country of prov-
enance a particular label to make them more easily recognizable. If Yugoslav films were 
“about war,” North-Korean melodramatic, and Albanian “about fashion,” Romanian 
films were generally thought of as romantic. (Berry, 2016) Given this interpretation, it 
is not hard to see why the figure of another lone Romanian protagonist would become, 
in the Chinese imaginary, a symbol of machismo and heroism. Liviu Ciulei directed and 
starred in 1959 in Valurile Dunării (The Waves of the Danube), much like his descendant 
Nicolaescu would, almost twenty years later. Again the strong type, Ciulei plays in this 
film an initially reluctant newly-wed ship captain who ends up fighting the Germans on 
the eponymous river in what was to become one of the best Romanian propaganda6 pieces 
of the ’50s. If Romanian audiences were touched this time by the realistic characters and 
the thriller-like scenario of this spy drama, Chinese audiences so loved what they referred 
to as the “hugging and kissing” in the film that, when it was re-released in 1972, villagers 
in the remote countryside went so far as to sell pieces of their furniture to be able to travel 
to a nearby cinema and buy a ticket to see the film. (Weijia, 2015)

It is apparently due to the same romanticism that another Romanian film long for-
gotten by audiences in its home country had an illustrious reception in China. If in The 
Waves of the Danube the romantic angle referred quite literally to the protagonists’ onscreen 
romance, it is the romantic music in the biopic Ciprian Porumbescu (Gheorghe Vitanidis, 
1973) that charmed Chinese audiences. Porumbescu, a romantic nationalist composer of 
the late nineteenth century is in fact so famous in China that when I went to a concert in 
Guangzhou a few years ago, and the orchestra launched into a famous ballad written by 
the Romanian musician, to my surprise, all spectators around me suddenly began to loudly 
hum the tune to the rhythm of the wailing violins. If the reception of Porumbescu’s biopic 
in Romania was only lukewarm, Chinese audiences, due to the release of the otherwise 
banal nationalist propaganda piece of the ‘70s in this country, proceeded to not only learn 
something about an otherwise very different culture, but ended up holding the composer 
of this peripheral Eastern European country in high esteem.

What the above examples of Chinese-Romanian film communication show (to use 
Wang’s phrase) is that the forty years which helped consolidate the cinema of an other-
wise minor film industry like Romania — propaganda cinema included — should not be 
relegated wholesale to the dustbin of history. As such, even in the shadow of the critically 
acclaimed New Romanian Cinema which continues to receive well-deserved accolades, the 
symposium demonstrated that popular cinema of the Socialist Era can still hold as much 
scholarly appeal for the twenty-first century academic as any of the works of Cristi Puiu, 
Cristian Mungiu or Corneliu Porumboiu. Moreover, Wang Yao revealed the internation-
ally acclaimed New Romanian works are shown, in China, only in the framework of film 
festivals. The Romanian film critic Dana Duma stated that Chinese films that reached 
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Romanian screens are also presented only in film festivals (such as TIFF or Les Films de 
Cannes à Bucarest) competitions or showcases.

What the roundtable at TIFF furthermore showed is that the cinematic connections 
between the one-time fraternal countries of the socialist bloc constitute a source of infor-
mation that is both untapped and underestimated. Due to the aggressive anti-communist 
sentiment that gripped many a postsocialist culture after the downfall of the authoritarian 
regimes, hundreds of socialist realist, historical, and genre films from countries with rich 
cinematic histories such as those of Romania, Albania, Yugoslavia, etc. are currently in 
danger of being forgotten in favor of an approach which values the denial of their socialist 
past. Maybe here we can learn something from Chinese audiences: namely not to forget 
that no matter how “bad” or “indoctrinating” certain films of the era were, they helped 
mold a particular structure of feeling, to use Raymond Williams’ phrase, that decidedly 
helped influence the structure of postsocialism. (Williams, 1961)

In 2009 Sudha Rajagopalan published an unjustly overlooked book, Indian Films in 
Soviet Cinemas: The Culture of Movie-going after Stalin, in which she described not only the 
fantastic impact that “Bollywood”7 cinema had in the Soviet Union, but how the cultural 
cooperation between the two countries contributed to ushering in the era of the so-called 
thaw that followed Stalin’s death. In the aftermath of the painful transition to capitalism 
which most Eastern European countries experienced in the ’90s, Rajagopalan’s thesis 
brings to mind another cultural strategy that seems to have been gaining some ground 
in the academia in recent years, namely that of anthropologists Katherine Verdery, Chris 
Hann, and Caroline Humphrey, who propose that postsocialist and postcolonial cultures 
indeed possess an oftentimes similar character. According to these scholars, a “between 
posts” approach would therefore be more viable in offering a pertinent cultural analysis of 
an otherwise common space. (Verdery et al., 2002)

If the undervalued Chinese – Romanian onscreen “romance” is of a distinctly less 
ambitious character, what the TIFF 2019 roundtable nevertheless intimates is that film 
practices during the socialist era could serve as a wonderful starting point to investigate 
— both in an anthropological as well as silm studies direction — the surprisingly similar 
character of postsocialist cultures that, despite being on “fraternal” footing with each other 
for the almost entire second half of the twentieth century, barely know each other today. 
This approach could later on be further expanded to cover not only the still mysterious 
interpenetration between Romanian and Chinese cultures, but equally those between 
Russia, Albania, Serbia, Hungary and such Asian countries as China, Vietnam, Mongolia or 
Cambodia, which represent many instances in which socialist era cooperation built bridges 
between the “East” and the “West,” or literally between Eastern Europe and Asia. In the 
emerging recontextualization of Eurasia as an important trope for film studies and adjacent 
academic fields, I believe that these bridges are becoming increasingly important today. 
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ENDNOTES
1. The work that first brought Bi Gan critical success was his 2015 Kaili Blues while Heng Yang’s 

more famous film is Betelnut (2006).

2. Despite his doubtful renown after 1989, Nicolaescu was by far the most popular director of the 

ist eraalist period. Films such as Nea Mărin miliardar (Uncle Marin, the Billionaire, 1979) and 

his detective story franchise kicked off by Cu mâinile curate (With Clean Hands, 1972) brought 

record number audiences into Romanian theatres at the time, and remain emblematic for the 

filmmaking of the era. 

3. I am grateful to Marian Țuțui for this figure as referenced in the chart he developed from his 

research, which he had the kindness of putting at my disposal. 

4. See also Mary Hui, Quartz, „China loves this obscure 1972 Yugoslavian 

movie — and Sarajevo is cashing in”, https://qz.com/quartzy/1589664/

chinas-love-for-old-yugoslav-war-movie-fuels-balkan-tourism-boom/

5. Ban Wang, Paul Clark, and Barbara Mittler all doubt the veracity of this all-encompassing formula. 

6. Even though many critics would not agree with this label citing the solid narrative structure 

and the actors’ performances, the film clearly belongs to the series of ideological films seeking to 

validate communism through the anti-fascist scenario. 

7. The term “Bollywood” is, of course, anachronistic because Indian cinema has not become 

associated with the musical extravaganza we now attach to it until the last decades of the 

twentieth century. The period Rajagopalan treats in her book is mostly that from the 1950s to the 

1970s, a period during which films produced in India were simply referred to as “Indian cinema.”
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