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Abstract. In 1992, Cristi Puiu was admitted to the 
department of Painting at Geneva’s École supérieure 
d’art visuel (He had first visited Switzerland in 1990, 
exhibiting paintings in Lausanne as part of a cultural 
exchange project. Meanwhile, he had tried – and had 
been rejected – for The Art Institute of Bucharest, then 
temporarily switched interest to jewelry craft, which he was 
planning to study in Geneva.). A year later, he transferred 
to the department of Film. In 2001 – when he made his 
feature film debut with Marfa şi banii/Stuff and Dough – he 
confessed in the magazine Dilema that his preoccupation 
with realist film had grown during his university years2 
(Puiu’s diploma work was, in fact, titled “Notes on the 
Realist Film”3). More precisely, he had became a Bazinian. 
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The American critic J. Hoberman 
identified Cristi Puiu as a Bazinian after 
viewing his second film, Moartea domnului 
Lăzărescu/ The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu (2005), 
of which he wrote (in The Village Voice) that 
“it lends itself to the praise the French cri-
tic André Bazin long ago lavished on The 
Bycicle Thief: «No more actors, no more 
story, no more sets... [we finally get] the 
perfect aesthetic illusion of reality»“.4 In 
the same period, in an interview for the 
New York edition of the weekly Time Out, 
Puiu cited approvingly Bazin’s distinc-
tion between filmmakers who put their 
faith in the image and filmmakers who 
put their faith in reality.5 

On discussing his third film, Aurora 
(2011), Puiu criticizes the 1927 F.W. 
Murnau homonym work (Sunrise) in old 
Bazinian terms: “[Murnau’s film] is a pro-
duct of the beginning of the history of cine-
ma, a film with indisputable qualities, but 
still unemancipated from theatre and from 
the manifestos of extreme Expressionism 
– an Expressionism which is practical-
ly screaming on the screen.”6 (Bazin had 
denounced Expressionism as a “heresy” 
opposed to the realist-photographic “na-
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ture” of cinema). Several of Puiu’s inter-
views reveal that the Romanian director 
too believes in a Nature, an Essence, so-
mething exclusively cinematic, something 
“cinema can do while other arts cannot”7. 
Serious filmmaking should always keep 
that something in mind: “[cinema] should 
only be preoccupied with what is proper 
to cinema... there are things that cannot 
be said otherwise than through this par-
ticular medium ... I am only interested in 
identifying [those things]”, even if “I don’t 
think one could make a film which is only 
cinema from the first to the last frame”, 
any film having to include both “moments 
that are cinema” and “moments that are 
not cinema”8.

Where exactly would Cristi Puiu lo-
cate that particular essence of cinema? 
As we have already understood (from the 
terms in which he rejects Expressionism), 
not in cinema’s belonging to the catego-
ry of “performance arts” (together with 
theatre). Nor in cinema being a narrative 
art: “I don’t think the function of cinema 
is to lap images over stories. I do not be-
lieve that. I think this would be an extre-
mely primitive view”9. Nor in it being a 
pictorial art: “Someone told me my films 
don’t look like paintings. Well, that’s be-
cause I am not an idiot. If I were one, they 
would have looked like paintings. Were 
I a jeweler, should they look like jewels, 
or what? I am only interested in playing 
upon the specificity of the domain.”10

What’s left then? In his book, Theo-
rizing the Moving Image, Noël Carroll 
draws a history of the principal theories 
about the Essence, Nature or Specificity 

of Cinema. He assumes from the very 
start a polemical stance – “to discredit the 
philosophical foundations of such talk”11. 
As Carroll observes, “the idea that each 
artform has its own domain and that it 
should not overlap with the effects of 
other artforms hails from the 18th cen-
tury, when theorists like Jean Baptiste 
Dubos, James Harris, Moses Mendelsohn 
and most famously, Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing revolted against the kind of art 
theory proposed in Charles Batteux’s 
tract entitled The Fine Arts Reduced to the 
Same Principle”. If a pre-Enlightenment 
theorist like Batteux considered that “all 
arts should aim at the same effect” (of 
“beauty”, understood as “an imitation of 
the beauty of nature”), an Enlightenment 
thinker like Lessing, “possessed by the 
epoch’s zeal for distinctions”, was trying 
“to differentiate the arts in terms of their 
medium-specific ingredients”. Lessing 
writes in his treatise Laocoön that the 
“signs” of poetry, which are articula-
ted sounds, come one after the other and 
not one next to the other; consequently, 
the specific subject or domain of poetry 
lays in those things or parts of things that 
follow each other in time – namely ac-
tions, events, processes; on the contrary, 
the “signs” of paintings, which are forms 
and colors, lay next to each other in space 
(instead of coming one after the other in 
time), therefore painting should deal with 
still objects or moments.12 

Focusing on more recent arts, like pho-
tography, cinema and video art, which 
developed after the technological disco-
very of new media, Carroll notices that 
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their first steps and the debates around 
them reveal “certain arresting regulari-
ties”. In the beginning, each of these arts 
seems to go through a phase in which 
it attempts to “legitimatize itself as art 
by aping the conventions, forms and ef-
fects of pre-existing arts.”Thus, film 
went through a phase of imitating thea-
tre, photography went through a phase 
of imitating painting, while video art 
went through a phase of imitating film. 
However, this self-legitimatizing imita-
tion strategy eventually provokes a coun-
termovement – “one predicated on a pu-
rism program”. Supporters of this purist 
view believe that, “if the medium in ques-
tion is to be truly regarded as an art, then 
it must have some range of autonomous 
effects, effects that are its own and that 
are not merely copied from pre-existing, 
established artfoms”. Consequently, the 
purist starts specifying “the range of ef-
fects peculiar to any given medium, and 
goes on to urge that artists within that 
medium focus their energies upon expe-
rimentation within this range of effects”, 
all other uses of the medium being dee-
med sterile. “Needless to say, different 
theorists will identify different potenti-
als to that medium. Thus, at stage two in 
our scenario, we are greeted by contes-
ting recommendations about the correct 
line of stylistic development within that 
medium – recommendations, moreover, 
which are each putatively based upon ha-
ving isolated the peculiar potentials or ca-
pacities of the medium in question.”13 

Cinema has recorded three great “es-
sentialist” or “purist” programs. Chrono-

logically, the first was the Arnheim-
Kuleshov program. Theorist Rudolf 
Arnheim proposed the strategy of (in his 
own words) describing “the differences 
between the images we obtain when loo-
king at the physical world and the images 
perceived on the motion picture screen”, 
and locating within these very differences 
(such as that between our natural per-
ception of an object and the gigantic di-
mensions that a close-up gives that ob-
ject) sources of artistic expression”.14 Of 
course, Lev Kuleshov believed the mon-
tage was the supreme source of artistic 
expressivity.

The Bazin-Kracauer (also called 
“realist”) program developed shortly af-
ter World War II. It rejected the “aggres-
sive, declamatory stylization” embraced 
by Arnheim and by montage supporters, 
and located the essence of cinema within 
its photographic realism. Kracauer asser-
ted that “all the elements of film, such as 
plot construction, should be subservient 
to the photographic element, because that 
element, rather than montage, is the es-
sential ingredient”.15 According to Bazin, 
the fact that “photography and cinema 
are mechanical/automatic processes” im-
plies the fact that they are also objective 
(in his own terms, cinema means “objec-
tivity in time”). That kind of objectivity, 
which is a function of the technology of 
cinema, permits a new realism – the pos-
sibility to explore the world with fewer 
preconceptions than before16. When Cristi 
Puiu argues against the story-illustrating 
use of cinema (a use which he calls “pri-
mitive”), or against associations between 
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his painterly and filmmaking activities 
(“I am only interested in playing upon 
the specificity of [each] domain.”), or 
against the theatrical remnants present 
in Murnau’s cinema, when he asserts that 
“any [editing] cut is a lie”17 and that, in 
his view, “cinema is some sort of anthro-
pological device”18, the Romanian film-
maker proves his adherence to the Bazin-
Kracauer program. 

Finally, the third great “essentia-
list” program was developed by avant-
garde filmmakers of the 60s and 70s, 
under the “undoubted influence” of 
Clement Greenberg’s ideas about the 
fine arts. Greenberg had affirmed that a 
Modernist work of art “must try, in prin-
ciple, to avoid dependence upon any or-
der of experience”, besides the one im-
posed by its own materials. “This means, 
among other things, to renounce illu-
sion and explicitness. The arts are to 
achieve concreteness, «purity» [his quo-
tation marks – my note, A.G.], by acting 
solely in terms of their separate and irre-
ducible selves. Modern painting [achie-
ves this goal by] renouncing the illusion 
of the third dimension.”19 Noël Carroll 
cites Anthony McCall’s thirty-minute 
short Line Describing a Cone – about a gra-
dually expanding beam which turns into 
a light cone – as a radical application of 
Greenberg’s precepts. As McCall himself 
explained, his film tried to point out “one 
of the irreducibly necessary conditions of 
film: projected light”.20 Other filmmakers 
began to make movies that rejected the 
“depth” of the screen and highlighted the 
cinema image as “surface”. However, in 

Carroll’s view, the problem of such an ap-
proach, which showcases the “film sur-
face” as an “essential feature” of that par-
ticular medium, is that it merely imitates 
– in the name of purism! – Modernist 
painting. For Carroll, the notion of “the 
film surface” sounds particularly bizarre, 
as an attempted definition of “the essence 
of cinema”: not only is it an obvious extra-
polation of a concept from the theory of 
painting (when the idea was that each art 
should only act in terms of its “separate 
and irreducible self”), but it is difficult to 
tell what exactly it refers to – what are 
we actually talking about when we say 
that viewers’ attention should be drawn 
to “the surface of the cinema image”. Is 
that “surface” the screen canvas? Or is it 
“the chemical configuration on the film 
strip”? Carroll draws the conclusion that 
none of the above variants would be per-
fectly adequate.21 

Of course, this doesn’t mean that the 
other great “essentialist” programs were 
less flawed. Carroll notices in this respect 
that “medium-essentialism” – namely, 
“the doctrine that each artform has its 
own distinctive medium, a medium that 
distinguishes it from other forms” and 
that has “teleological ramifications” (the 
medium itself dictates the paths worth-
taking by artists) – is an attractive expla-
natory model; in spite of its age and of 
a certain loss of popularity during the 
70s, when semiotic-politicized (“gene-
rally anti-essentialist”) explanatory mo-
dels arose, it continues to fascinate both 
artists and theorists; “unfortunately, it is 
false”.22 One of the flaws of the respective 
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model lays in its lack of clear – non-arbi-
trary – criteria to distinguish the “essen-
tial” or the “basic” from the many mate-
rials of an art. Furthermore, even if one 
managed to identify the respective mate-
rial, it would be hard to guess the telos 
(the purpose) it contains (“like a gene”, 
notes Carroll). Let’s admit, together with 
Clement Greenberg, that the basic mate-
rial of painting is paint: the spreading of 
paint might be the very essence of that art 
(hence the proposal to discredit “the illu-
sion of the third dimension”, since we are 
not dealing with spaces, but with paint 
spread on flat surfaces). But what would, 
in the case of cinema, be the basic mate-
rial, in the same sense (a physical one) 
in which paint could be considered the 
basic material of painting? One might 
say celluloid (although this is no longer 
the case after the emergence and expan-
sion of digital cinema). However, the cel-
luloid basis of cinema tells us nothing, by 
itself, about the best direction the art of 
film should take, just as a novelist’s wri-
ting materials (pencil, paper, writing ma-
chine, computer or whatever) tell us no-
thing about novelistic art. Carroll deve-
lops: “Perhaps we will be told that lan-
guage rather than print is the novelist's 
basic material. But then what different ef-
fects should poetry and the novel pur-
sue, insofar as they have the same basic 
material? Maybe a move will be made 
to suggest that sound is the basic ma-
terial of poetry, whereas events and ac-
tions are the basic material of the novel. 
Of course, it is very difficult to unders-
tand why we are to construe actions and 

events as physical constituents of a me-
dium on a par with candidates like the 
paint of paintings. And, undoubtedly, the 
medium-specificity theorist, at this point, 
will tell us that we need not be commit-
ted to a simple notion of the medium res-
tricted solely to its physical characteris-
tics. But once we abandon a supposedly 
physicalist account of the medium, how 
are we to determine what the basic ele-
ments or constituents of the medium are 
? [...] Space and time, for example, are of-
ten said to be the basic ingredients of 
film. But why are these more pertinent to 
the medium-specificity theorist than the 
flexible-celluloid base of cinema?”23 

Carroll goes on to suggest that it is not 
the “basic material” of an art that dictates 
to the artist “the right direction”, but the 
other way around: the direction the ar-
tist is interested in makes him regard an 
aspect of his medium, rather than ano-
ther, as the most relevant. For instance, 
it is not paint, as the “basic” ingredient 
of painting, that dictates (through the 
voice of Clement Greenberg) the “most 
correct” way of painting (rejection of the 
depth effect etc.); as Carroll puts it, the 
“Modernist ideals of purity and rigor” 
animating Greenberg were the ones that 
made him argue for paint as the “basic” 
ingredient and for exposing-the-flatness-
of-the-painting as the “right” way to 
paint; those options were, simply, the 
most adequate to serve those Modernist 
ideals.24 Likewise, if a poem is written 
primarily to be read, then it is essenti-
al where each line ends; however, for a 
poem composed primarily to be recited 
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this aspect is no longer “essential”, its 
is no longer a “basic” element of poetry 
as art. “A medium is used to serve the 
purposes of an art form, a style or a genre. 
Those purposes make different aspects 
of the medium relevant, rather tha vice-
verse.”25 Himself a seeker of the “essence” 
of cinema, Cristi Puiu speaks in his inter-
views about the “function” of cinema (im-
plying a single of supreme function) and 
about the “necessity” that was answered 
by the invention of this medium (sugges-
ting that this necessity hasn’t yet been 
fully understood)26. But Carroll rejects all 
such comparisons between the arts and 
“tools designed and invented to serve one 
single, specific purpose”, or even “a deli-
mited range of functions”. Most arts – he 
observes – were not self-consciously in-
vented; they were not designed the way 
a screwdriver is designed. “Painting was 
not invented in order to celebrate flatness. 
Moreover, even with self-consciously in-
vented arts like photography, film, and 
video, it was soon realized that these me-
dia could perform many more tasks than 
they were expressly and intentionally de-
signed for. Indeed, our interest in an art 
form is in large measure an interest in 
how artists learn or discover new ways 
of using their medium. But the idea of the 
artist discovering new ways of using the 
medium would make no sense if the me-
dium were designed for a single, fixed 
purpose.”27 

Noël Carroll allots two special chap-
ters to his critique of André Bazin’s va-
riant of “essentialism”. The French theo-
rist considered cinema an extension of 

photography (whom cinema completed 
by embedding the time dimension) and 
argued for the radical breach – an onto-
logical “fracture” – of photography and 
cinema from the previous production of 
images (namely drawing, painting and 
so on). Strictly in this respect, his concep-
tion is shared by thinkers otherwise very 
different from him, like Roland Barthes 
and Susan Sontag. According to Bazin, 
“traditional processes [prior to photo-
graphy] that create images are represen-
tational”, representation being based on 
similarity between the image and its re-
ferent; on the contrary, photography and 
cinema are “re-presentational processes” 
that present again human beings, objects 
and events; in this case, the image and the 
referent are related not by mere simila-
rity, but by identity.28 The photographic 
or cinema image is the exact imprint of 
the light once reflected by the referent; 
in Barthes’ terms, it would be “an ema-
nation” of the referent, while in Sontag’s 
terms, it would be its “material vestige” 
(in a hard sense that no painting could 
sustain). Bazin grounds his arguments 
for a certain kind of cinematic realism in 
such an idea of “re-presentation”. And, as 
Carroll shows, the problems with Bazin’s 
theory also start with that very idea. 

In the first place, the notion of “re-pre-
sentation” thus understood (as a relation 
of identity between the pattern of light 
preserved on the film and the pattern of 
light reflected by the referent, in the mo-
ment filming, towards the site of the ca-
mera) may also refer to images that are 
not recognizable – in other words, images 
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that are not representational in the ordi-
nary sense. Carroll gives the example of a 
square inch of wall filmed in close-up: the 
respective image is a “re-presentation” (to 
the extent of being an effect of the light 
reflected by the filmed object), yet “it is 
not the kind of image we usually consi-
der «representational»“. A film construc-
ted entirely from such images would be 
far from a typical example of Bazinian 
realism; on the contrary, it would be an 
abstract film. So, if Bazin’s theory of “re-
presentation” is to support his call for 
the type of cinema he wanted, the “re-
presentational” image also needs a se-
cond attribute – that of “recognizabili-
ty”. But then, as Carroll shows, we come 
upon another obstacle: Carroll exempli-
fies with an image of Gary Cooper gal-
loping against the background of a prairie 
which is (it matters less if in a visible or 
invisible way) a rear-projection. We un-
derstand instantly what the image repre-
sents, but is it also “re-presentational”? 
What place of the world is “re-presen-
ted” to us in it (again, in the sense of “re-
presented”), since Cooper was filmed in 
California, while the prairie was filmed 
separately, in Texas? Cinema provides 
many such images – let’s remember that 
Bazin praised the “spatial realism” of a 
scene from Citizen Kane, without know-
ning that the respective space had been 
constructed with the help of trick shots. 
Had he known, would he have cared? 
Should he have cared?

Carroll gives other examples that fur-
ther complicate the attempts to explain 
“re-presentation” through the relation of 

identity between patterns of light. As it 
was experimentally proved, rooms which 
are different (in dimensions and in their 
wall angles) can be built so as to appear 
– both to the camera and the naked eye, 
when looked at or filmed from a pre-
viously chosen monocular station point – 
perfectly identical. When filmed, we get 
“an image identical to several different 
models in terms of patterns of light”. In 
consequence, Carroll is asking: which of 
those models is the “re-presented” one? 
One could answer that the “re-presen-
ted” model is always the model directly 
involved in the production of the image. 
But, as Carroll further points out, what 
happens if we superimpose three such 
images (identical, in spite of their distinct 
models) and we obtain a fourth one? This 
fourth image would be, in its turn, iden-
tical to all others, but this time without 
“re-presenting” a certain model (one of 
the three rooms filmed). Assuming that 
the example of the three rooms could be 
considered too particular, Carroll ima-
gines a simpler one: “Let us photograph 
a man with a 16 mm motion picture ca-
mera. Let us take three shots in which 
we keep the man the same size in the fi-
nished frame of each shot while also va-
rying the focal length of the lens in each 
shot. We may take one shot with a 9 mm 
lens, one with a 17 mm lens and one with 
a 100 mm lens – i.e., one shot with a nor-
mal lens, one with a wide-angle lens and 
one with a telephoto lens. The result will 
be three shots each of which, all things 
being equal, one would expect to be re-
presentations of the self-same subject. 
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However, as a matter of empirical fact, 
the patterns of light will differ grossly 
enough that the disparities can be detec-
ted even by the untrained eye. (...). The 
re-presentational theory commits us to 
viewing each of these shots as identical, 
“to a mold”, with its subject. However, 
identity is a transitive relation – if x is 
identical to y, and y is identical to z, then x 
is identical to z. Hence, each of these shots 
if they are identical to the referent, must 
also be identical to each other.” The theo-
ry of cinema as “re-presentation” comes 
to such contradictions as long as it pleads 
for the identity between the image and its 
referent (or for the idea that the image is 
not just similar to its model, but it some-
how is the model itself). On the other 
hand, if it is reformulated in terms that 
keep only the basic idea that the image 
is an imprint of the light once reflected 
by the model (without this entailing any 
relation of identity with the model), the 
theory becomes “useless to someone 
like Bazin” (who, as already explained, 
grounded in it his promotion of a certain 
style of cinematic realism), because such a 
definition would allow any image, no mat-
ter how distorted distorted or blurred, to 
be considered “re-presentational”. A so-
lution would be to completely give up 
terms like “emanation”, “imprint” etc., 
and argue instead that cinema is a device 
that enhances human sight, like the bino-
cular, the telescope, the microscope etc., 
yet a device that helps us see into the past. 
Paintings don’t have this kind of trans-
parency. “We can’t see directly through 
[them].” They are not “transparent pre-

sentations”, but “representations media-
ted by intentions”; on the contrary, pho-
tography and cinema provide us with di-
rect visual access to “the very things from 
the past that started the mechanical pro-
cesses that caused the images in ques-
tion”. But is this transparency an essenti-
al condition of cinema? If so, how should 
we deal with the increasing number of 
Hollywood films mainly (and sometimes 
fully) composed of images which are enti-
rely computer-generated? (Those images 
are not “transparent presentations” ei-
ther – we cannot say that we see directly 
through them their models/sources.) Are 
such films cinema? Why wouldn’t they 
be? Because they lack the photographic 
basis? But why should we suscribe to 
Bazin’s belief that the essence of cinema 
relates to its photographic basis? Or, for 
that matter, to his belief in the existence of 
an ontological fracture between cine-pho-
tography and older forms of visual repre-
sentation? Writing in 1996 (when Jurassic 
Park’s computer-created dinosaurs were 
still a novelty), Carroll thinks it likely 
that, from the future, the epoch of pho-
tographic film could be seen as “nothing 
but a brief interlude in the artform”29.

Let us get back to the photo-cinema 
image and the supposedly radical diffe-
rence between it and all images genera-
ted through more traditional means. One 
of the key-points of Bazin’s argument is 
the notion of “objectivity”. In the French 
theorist’s view, objectivity is inherent to 
the photo-cinema technology and pres-
cribed by the mechanical or automatic na-
ture of the image-generating processes. 
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As Bazin beautifully wrote in his es-
say, “The Ontology of the Photographic 
Image” (the opening essay in What is cine-
ma?), a photograph “affects us like a «na-
tural» [his quotation marks] phenome-
non, like a flower or a snowflake whose 
beauty is inseparable from its vegetal or 
earthly origins”. The consequence of that 
would be a cinema style in which the di-
rector’s intervention remains as discrete 
as possible and the camera seems to be 
simply recording something happening 
in the world. It matters less if supporters 
of this style, also called “observational”, 
consider or don’t consider themselves to 
be pursuing objectivity (for instance, Puiu 
fiercely denies that his art would aim at 
any kind of objectivity); the style itself 
springs from this basic attribute of cinema 
technology. But Noël Carroll wonders if 
the respective attribute is indeed defining 
of cinema (and photographic) technology 
“in any way that marks a real difference 
between the photographic arts and other 
representational arts”. [...] “When I write 
a novelistic description of a room and my 
fingers touch the keyboard of my IBM, 
the process of printing the words is auto-
matic. Is the mechanical process between 
me and the final text any less automatic 
with the IBM typewriter than with the ca-
mera? Indeed, there is a way in which it 
is appropriate to describe a typewritten 
(or even a handwritten) page as a natural 
product, if what one means by that is that 
the page is a result of a causal process. 
Likewise the fine arts have physical, na-
tural, causal dimensions. When a sculptor 
hammers his chisel or a painter daubs oil 

on his canvas, certain physical processes 
come into play. In both cases the media 
in question have physical dimensions 
whose mechanical manipulation involves 
natural causal processes. Every represen-
tation in every media is, in some sense, a 
product of a causal process. Cinema and 
photography are not alone in this respect. 
Every medium in some degree has a phy-
sical-process dimension and, therefore, 
has some aspect of “the automatic” about 
it. Thus, at best, the sort of objectivity that 
Bazin attributes to cinema can only differ 
in degree rather than kind from a similar 
type of objectivity to be found in all re-
presentational media.” 

Moreover, continues Carroll, if the ci-
nema image is “objective” in the respec-
tive sense – in the sense that it “can be 
construed as a natural product/object” –, 
this does not also entail the fact that it is 
objective “in the normal epistemic sense 
of the word”. Because of super-exposure, 
“the attempt to photograph a room can 
produce a completely unrecognizable 
image – and this as an automatic result of 
the photographic process”. Therefore, we 
cannot say “photography, as a set of phy-
sical reactions, guarantees objective re-
sults”, simply because photography, “as 
a set of physical reactions”, does not gua-
rantee recognizable results. “To get reco-
gnizable results requires a photographer 
adjusting the camera mechanism, the li-
ghting, etc. However, once this is admit-
ted then it is clear that the photogra-
pher can set the «automatic» process in 
action in such a way that the results are 
subjective and personal.” It is worth re-
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membering that Noël Carroll vehement-
ly distances himself from the numerous 
theorists who deny the possibility of any 
objective photograph or documentary 
(his stance on the topic strongly contra-
dicts postmodernist views, such as Brian 
Winston’s). His point is that we cannot 
speak of objectivity as a basic given of ci-
nema technology, favoring a certain di-
rectorial style (the “observational” one) at 
the expense of others.30 

But – a Bazinian might retort – the fact 
remains that photographers frequent-
ly happen to discover in the image they 
are developing elements they were not 
aware of photographing (and, for film 
directors, such accidents can be highly 
inconvenient – for instance, a very mo-
dern object straying into the frame of a 
historical epic without anybody noti-
cing it); while it would be hard to ima-
gine a painter returning to his unfinished 
painting of a country landscape only to 
spot a skyscraper therein.31 Doesn’t that 
imply the existence of a profound diffe-
rence between photo-cinema and picto-
rial images (as a result of that mechanical-
automatic dimension Bazin was dwelling 
upon)? Doesn’t it also mean that the theo-
rist of filmic realism was right to assert 
that a style like Jean Renoir’s (with its rea-
diness to embrace any “accident” occur-
ring on location – the sudden change of 
weather, the out-of-nowhere appearance 
of a stray dog in front of camera) remains 
closer to the “nature” of cinema than the 
German Expressionist style (which de-
pended on film sets where everything 
had been constructed especially for the 
film and where the odds for unplaned 

things happening fell towards zero)? Also 
writing about Renoir, Bazin had another 
fundamental intuition which, interestin-
gly enough, is formulated in very simi-
lar terms in one of the first Romanian ar-
ticles about Moartea domnului Lăzărescu/
The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu, written by 
(not film, but theatre) critic Iulia Popovici: 
“You won’t find «beautiful» shots in 
Puiu’s film, shots composed according to 
the rules of art, as that art is being taught 
at the Romanian National Film School. 
You will find instead the roughness of a 
35 mm lens that lets the world around it 
breathe – because the world does not actual-
ly live in that single shot…, but in spite of it 
[my underlining].”32 As Bazin had poin-
ted out, a theatrical tableau or a pain-
ting is by excellence a closed world – no 
viewer would actually think it extends 
behind the curtains or outside the frame; 
on the contrary, the cinema image is, by 
its very “nature”, “a slice of the conti-
nuum of reality” (in Carroll’s phrase): in 
front of a cinema image, it always makes 
sense to ask ourselves what else comes 
in its continuation – “what is behind the 
objects in the image and what is adjacent 
to the image [Carroll’s underlinings]”.33 

That’s the reason for Bazin’s praise for 
those directors who exploit this “basic gi-
ven” through the technique of the “lateral 
depth of field”, as he called it. 

But – wonders Carroll – should it 
be unnatural to imagine the world of a 
painting extending beyond its frame? 
“Imagine a painting of the battle of 
Waterloo. I see Napoleon 's grenadiers 
repulsed by Wellington's thin red line. I 
am taken by the historical accuracy of the 
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work. I turn to the painter and ask him 
«where are the Prussians»? It seems per-
fectly reasonable to me for him to point 
to a place on the wall two feet from the 
left of the painting and say «they'd be 
about here given the scale and orienta-
tion of the painting». Indeed, since this 
painting is one that is committed to his-
torical accuracy, this answer makes more 
sense than possible alternatives such as 
«in the world of this painting, there are 
no Prussians at the battle of Waterloo».”

Likewise, does it always really make 
sense to wonder what extends beyond the 
cinema image? Bazin was convinced we 
are right to do that – he was convinced 
that, regardless the genre of the film, 
“[we humans] cannot conceive a total 
reconstruction of space which would 
have no common point at all with na-
ture”. But Carroll thinks there are films 
– like Luis Buñuel’s An Andalusian Dog, 
Jean Cocteau’s Blood of a Poet and Eric 
Rohmer’s Perceval – whose internal struc-
tures clearly discourage any impulse to 
wonder what lies beyond their images, 
what lies beyond the frame. The first two 
cases deal with dreamscapes, while the 
third – with a world built on the conven-
tions of medieval painting and medieval 
theatre; neither of them raises the issue 
of “a mimesis of the normal space of phy-
sics”. Carroll concludes: “It is the purpose 
of the work or genre in question that de-
termines whether it makes sense to ask 
what is adjacent to the action represented 
onscreen, on canvas or on stage. The issue 
is not an ontological one.”

As for the supposed impossibility of a 
painter drawing an object without being 

aware of drawing it, versus the frequen-
cy with which cameramen and photogra-
phers happen to discover in their own 
images things they were not aware of in-
cluding in the frame, Carroll provides 
the counterexample of Picasso, who (as 
he himself recounted) discovered in a 
Braque painting the shape of a squir-
rel that Braque had not been aware of 
drawing. Moreover, there are those well-
known examples of images (intentio-
nally) composed so that the viewer can 
equally see, in the same drawing, a rabbit 
or a duck, a young woman or an old wo-
man. Carroll doesn’t find it hard to ima-
gine an artist who unintentionally creates 
such an image while focusing on only one 
of its aspects. “Something like this appa-
rently happened to Braque. As Picasso 
tells the story, it is comical. But it is also 
theoretically important. For in documen-
ting the possibility, Picasso shows how a 
painter could be as surprised as a cinema-
tographer at finding some creature or ob-
ject, that he had not intended to be there, 
lurking in his picture.”

Despite vehemently denying the exis-
tence of that Holy Grail called the “es-
sence” or the “nature” of cinema, and 
avidly pursued by so many filmmakers 
and theorists, Carroll admits the heuris-
tic value of such quests.34 The existence of 
a fundamental property of the medium, 
that could legitimate some of its uses to 
the detriment of others, might as well 
be a myth; however, that doesn’t mean 
that sometimes filmmakers don’t “ar-
rive at their distinctive stylistic choices 
by contemplating features of the me-
dium”.35 Although inspired by a myth, 



111NCR was Made in Puiu’s Land

their searches are not fruitless, since they 
can highlight and valorize some of the 
medium’s attributes. On the contrary, I 
don’t think it far-fetched to speak about 
the heroism of the artist who, believing or 
hoping his aesthetics could fulfill the telos 
specifically inscribed within the medium 
attributes, is willing to explore to the last 
consequences the implications of that 
aesthetics. It’s the case with Cristi Puiu.

Puiu’s third film, Aurora, is a kind 
of imaginary observational documen-
tary presenting a day and a half some 
in the life of an honorable, if troubled, 
Bucharest citizen (played by Puiu him-
self), who during this time gets to com-
mit four killings. Acting differently from 
“ordinary” film characters, but not ne-
cessarily differently from the way real 
people might act, were they they to be 
followed, without their knowledge, by a 
documentary crew, Puiu’s characters ad-
dress each other without using the kind 
of marks that would allow the viewer to 
instantly assess their identities and type 
of relations. As a consequence of that, the 
viewer tends to consider the woman with 
whom the protagonist drinks his morning 
coffee in the first sequence of the film to 
be his wife (it’s obvious they have spent 
the night together, in an apartment with 
a child), only to discover later that she is, 
in fact, his mistress (the child is just hers). 
In other words, Puiu goes on to further 
explore the implications of the observa-
tional aesthetics developed in his pre-
vious film, Moartea domnului Lăzărescu/ 
The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu: the fact that 
the “subjects” of the observation are not 

aware of being followed implies the pos-
sibility of their dialogue lacking the usual 
reference marks (addresses like “mo-
ther”, “father-in-law” etc.) that ordinary 
film screenwriters try to provide timely 
(especially since it costs them nothing). 
What else does this aesthetics entail? It 
entails the possibility that some of the 
“subjects”’ actions and some of the situa-
tions in which they appear remain confu-
sing and partially shrouded in mystery. 
In classical cinema dramaturgy, the ac-
tions, situations and postures in which 
we find the characters when we first meet 
them are usually offered the as characteris-
tic actions, situations and postures, that 
the characters’ subsequent appearances 
either reassert (for instance, the buffoon 
friend of a romantic comedy hero will go 
on acting like a buffoon), or firmly contra-
dict (at the climax of the film, the buffoon 
friend might tell the hero something sen-
sible or wise and thus become a more 
nuanced character, just like, in another 
kind of movie, it would be quite likely 
for an ally of the hero to eventually re-
veal himself to be a double agent or a trai-
tor). Aurora denies this law of dramatur-
gy. Within the logic of its “observational” 
aesthetics, the characters the hero meets 
during the short time he is “under obser-
vation” might not necessarily do “charac-
teristic” things when he (and the viewer) 
encounters them. It is not so easy to in-
fer from the observation (summing, let’s 
say, 10-15 minutes of screen time) of a 
few moments of a person’s day (com-
pressed to three film hours) what is “cha-
racteristic” to that person. Classical cine-
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matic narration might be telling us in just 
two hours “all there is to know” about the 
world it depicts, but the world it depicts 
is nothing but a simplified reconstruction 
of the world – actually, the reconstruction 
of an assumption that the world is known 
and well understood. Aurora opposes the 
artificiality of this type of representation 
and the inadequacy of its underlying as-
sumptions. In the words Ivone Margulies 
used to generally characterize “the realist 
impulse”, Puiu’s urge is “corrective”, and 
he is “haunted by the idea of a hidden to-
tality” that “ordinary” ways of telling and 
representing of the world dilute, dimi-
nish and flatten out.

When, at the beginning of the movie, 
we see that woman standing next to the 
protagonist early morning at the kitchen 
table, we assume she must be his wife. 
But later in the evening, when he visits 
her again, another man opens the door 
and greets him in a moderately friendly 
manner; he is probably her ex-husband 
(and the father of her child). Neither of 
the two situations can be considered 
“characteristic” of the woman’s charac-
ter. We see her in both and we still can-
not tell what is or is not characteristic of 
her. They are two fragments from the 
“hidden totality” of her existence. The 
second fragment draws our attention to-
wards this totality – it’s like a door half-
opened on a much larger life than we can 
witness there, a life with more going on 
in it. Things are the same with the prota-
gonist’s mother (who might not even be 
his biological mother since he calls her by 
her first name), whom he also meets twice 

during the respective day. First time, she 
visits him at his place (which is about to 
be “stripped” and renovated following a 
divorce), together with her partner (who 
is definitely not his father). Later in the 
evening, when the protagonist returns 
the visit, he finds her wearing high heels 
and a white frock: she is a bizarre appea-
rance (even a vaguely kinky one, in the 
stale atmosphere of her vieux-bourgeois 
apartment, with heavy furniture, choral 
music on the radio and stag horns han-
ging on the wall), at least until we cglimp-
se a behind-the-door presence signaling 
us that the lady, who is a beautician, is 
just having clients. So there we have ano-
ther door half-opened on a fragment of 
something “more” and bigger than we 
can see. In addition to his mother, his 
mistress and his ex-wife (who has mo-
ved to her parents’ place and whom we 
see, from a distance, leaving for work ear-
ly in the morning, without knowing right 
then who she is), there is another wo-
man haunting the protagonist’s mind (or 
the mind of the observed “subject”). The 
morning of the second “observation” day, 
he looks for her at her known workplace 
– a clothes shop; he is told she no longer 
works there. At that moment, he already 
has four dead bodies to count: those of his 
ex-wife’s notary (a victim whose identi-
ty the viewer has yet to find), of the wo-
man who was by his side (an accidental 
casualty who remains unidentified at the 
end of the film) and of his former in-laws. 
The protagonist might be looking for that 
woman (named Andreea) in order to kill 
her too. But why? Who is this Andreea 
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and what kind of role does the protago-
nist think she held in the conspiracy his 
ex-wife’s relatives and friends might have 
set up against him? Could we or could 
we not find more about her, on a second, 
more attentive, viewing of the film? 
Several characters utter Andreea’s name 
several times during the film, but is it the 
same Andreea or do they speak about dif-
ferent women? Is Puiu giving us clues or 
is he playing with us? Anyway, Andreea 
too is part of that “bigger thing”, part of 
that entanglement of human lives that the 
protagonist can only sort out with a gun 
and that Puiu’s narration invites us to dis-
cover, but hinders us from totally disen-
tangling; ”totally” would be too much – 
the pretense of sorting out all the intri-
cacies of a tangle of lives, through artis-
tic representation, is one of the vanities of 
art. According to Aurora, salvation from 
such vanity resides in an art that would 
constantly acknowledge both the impor-
tance of “totality” and its own incapaci-
ty to encompass it; an art which, instead 
of flattening out “totality” under the pre-
tense of encompassing it, would leave 
half-opened doors here and there to re-
mind the viewer about “the more” and 
“the larger” that could not enter the frame 
or the story, about the fact that what we 
see of a character’s life remains only a 
small part of a totality which cannot be 
represented, although only it can really 
explain the character before us. How can 
the protagonist of the film be explained? 
By the pedantic-cutting-harrassing man-
ner in which he treats people he suspects 
to be dishonest (from the shop-assistant 

who shortchanges him to the work col-
league who keeps postponing the return 
of a loan, and from his mother’s partner 
to Andreea’s ex-work colleagues)? By the 
state of the apartment he lives in? By the 
disease he might or might not have have 
(he takes some medicine, he checks him-
self for tumors in the shower, he asks 
somebody how she would react if he told 
her he was terminally ill)? By his hypo-
chondria (added to his paranoia)? By 
the gentleness of his picking from the 
floor the toy of a boy who has just been 
scolded in front of his eyes? By the fero-
city with which he himself snaps at ano-
ther child? By the collection of toy cars 
he moves from his apartment to his mo-
ther’s place before he starts killing? By 
the little sleigh he finds when rumma-
ging through the gathered stuff of his life 
(a possible allusion to “rosebud”, the last 
word uttered by Citizen Kane, a word 
which some journalists strive to decipher 
for the entire duration of Welles’s film – 
hoping it could provide the key to Kane’s 
life – and which eventually proves to be 
the name of a sleigh)? By the history of 
his relations with his parents? Summed 
up, all these elements might provide 
an incipient explanation, even though 
some seem to contradict or annul each 
other. However, there still remain impor-
tant blanks: we can’t see his ex-wife ex-
cept from the distance, we can’t hear her 
voice, thus we can’t infer anything about 
how things worked between them, when 
they worked. At the end, neither the po-
licemen taking the protagonist’s deposi-
tion, nor the viewers who followed him 
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for three hours, are offered any “grand 
explanation”. The explanation (if “ex-
planation” is indeed the right word) re-
sides in a totality to which the protagonist 
cannot lead the policemen and to which 
Aurora cannot lead viewers – the film can 
only summon the existence of that totali-
ty. When the protagonist starts to tell the 
facts in the office, the camera is not even 
in the same room with him, although till 
then it was generally close enough eve-
ry time he did something important. 
(There are three offices opening into each 
other and receding in the “depths” of the 
screen; the camera remains in the first of-
fice, where policemen trifle around a cof-
fee filter, while the protagonist speaks 
– inaudibly, with the exception of an oc-
casional word – in the second office). A 
beautiful March morning light comes 
through the police station windows (a 
light all the more astounding as the pre-
vious day had been entirely dull). That 
light seems to dissolve, as it should, the 
perspective of any “grand explanation”. 
Of course, it is definitely not the first time 
that a murder mystery had been used to 
illustrate a statement about the incompre-
hensibility of the soul, of the world, or 
of the truth. Only that, once again, Puiu 
does something more than state such an 
idea and illustrate it through a story. He 
searches for a new way to cinematically 
render the real, a way more apt to pre-
serve unbroken its dimension of totality. 
In a way, we could say he assumes Jean 
Renoir’s old directorial principle that any 
shot should have in it a door or a win-
dow opening on something more, bigger, 

richer than the main characters’ actions, 
and he tries to extend that principle at the 
level of dramaturgy.

In her review of Aurora, romanian cri-
tic Iulia Blaga suggests that Puiu’s film 
fails (at least partially). In a final analysis, 
the author considers Aurora a film about 
Cristi Puiu’s – the creator of the spectacle 
we are viewing – demiurgic egotism. In 
Iulia Blaga’s opinion, that aspect of the 
film overshadows its stance on the matter 
of the cinematic comprehension of reali-
ty; it renders the film infertile as an inves-
tigation into that matter. Aurora is a ra-
dical experiment in the immersion of the 
viewer-observer into the hard, dense, en-
tangled, partially opaque (“ambiguous”, 
as Bazin used to say) matter of a number 
of human lives. And it is precisely its ex-
treme Bazinianism – its effort to give that 
matter a degree of density, opacity, am-
biguity, such as Bazin could have only 
dreamed of seeing on the screen – that fi-
nally weakens the illusion of life obser-
ved. It is precisely the extraordinary pro-
liferation of ambiguities, of opaque zones, 
that insistently draws our attention to-
wards the fact that we deal with a per-
versely uncommunicative narration, with 
a universe controlled up to the last detail 
by a creator who likes to show off by se-
verely withholding information or by or-
chestrating obscure, but “interesting” ac-
tions. We can therefore understand why 
Iulia Blaga argued that the film fails by 
becoming an “egotistic affirmation of the 
supremacy of the cinema artist/creator”, 
of the fact that he-is-the-boss-around-
here36. 
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Iulia Blaga might have indeed touched 
upon an acute issue. But before investi-
gating further, we should underline the 
fact that, even if we consider the experi-
ment Aurora to be an actual failure (on the 
grounds of producing the effect described 
by Blaga), that does not necessarily make 
it sterile as well. Since the narrative (who 
are the people on the screen, what exact-
ly do they do at such and such moments, 
what exactly do they want) is so deeply 
buried in the “sensible matter” of the film 
(a matter consisting in human bodies mo-
ving or still, in their often tense interac-
tions, in places, objects, sounds and inter-
vals of real time), the film forces us to la-
vish great attention on that sensible mat-
ter, which thus acquires a presence – a 
thisness and thereness – that it doesn’t 
have in more “ordinary” films. In “ordi-
nary” cinema, the story can be instant-
ly extricated from the sensible matter of 
the film and, once extricated, it tends to 
hĳack the viewer’s attention. Hence the 
dominance of that way of understanding 
cinema – as mere images superimposed 
on stories – that Puiu considers primitive. 
And he is right – not in the sense that ci-
nema necessarily has another a “higher” 
function than the narrative one, a func-
tion more adequate to its “nature”, but in 
the sense that a film contains many other 
things that are prior to the story. The sto-
ry builds out of them, it comes out of the 
“sensible matter” of the film. Burying the 
story so deep in such a dense sensible mat-
ter, Puiu draws our attention towards 
those things, towards his “basic” mate-
rials: actions, spaces, atmospheres, de-
tails, tensions. It is not just a proof of the 

director’s virtuosity; he takes us through 
an actual sensory training. And contrary 
to Iulia Blaga, who sees Aurora as “egotis-
tic affirmation” of Puiu’s powers of abso-
lute master of the screen world, I believe 
his attempt of heightening our percep-
tive faculties is firmly directed towards 
the outer world. 

Before giving himself up to the police, 
the protagonist picks his little girl from 
school, with the intention of leaving her 
at his mother’s. However, since the wo-
man is not at home, he leaves the child 
at a neighbor. Here we have perhaps the 
most virtuosically orchestrated scene of 
the film: a long-take choreography of 
more and more members of the neigh-
bor’s family turning up – unexpectedly 
many – a young man in his underwear 
(probably the neighbor’s son), his father, 
a visiting nephew, the son’s girlfriend. 
The scene represents a sort of mega-effect 
of “lateral depth of field”: it’s already late 
in the film, and we unexpectedly come 
across this new entanglement of lives, 
which has been humming unknown just 
a wall apart from the protagonist’s mo-
ther. Puiu is a master at creating spaces 
imbued with the only partially accessible 
histories of the people who live in them – 
a sort of “depth of field” applied not only 
to space, but also to time. Here he achie-
ves an effect of ultra-quick immersion in 
the intimate substance – both cosy and 
repellent, oldish and promiscuous, or-
dinary and suspect – of those lives. (The 
slightly suspect flavor comes from the vi-
siting nephew, who has a mysterious bu-
siness proposal for his uncle.). The pre-
vious scene set in the mother’s apartment 
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(with a completely different flavor: stuffy, 
sickly-sweet, slightly putrid) represents 
another excellent example of this “tempo-
ral depth-of-field effect”: obscure old fa-
mily history emanating from objects and 
human interactions, extending in layers 
upon spectral layers in the depths of both 
the apartment and the screen.

When considering Aurora an “egotis-
tic affirmation of the supremacy of the 
artist/the creator” that overshadows any 
serious stance in the matter of the cine-
matic comprehension of the world, Iulia 
Blaga tends to place the basic issue within 
Puiu’s mindset and “within [his] histrio-
nic narcissistic borderline exhibitionistic 
côté”. However, the problem can be sta-
ted in a character-unspecific manner, in 
terms of the history of cinema (and, gene-
rally, artistic) ideas. Ivone Margulies des-
cribed Chantal Akerman’s masterpiece, 
Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 
1080 Bruxelles, as a highly advanced 
form of realist representation, where the 
“Romantic investment in the real” – in 
its “anteriority” – was replaced by “the 
ineluctable conscience of the representa-
tional nature of cinema”. Well, borrowing 
Margulies’ terms, couldn’t we suggest 
that Aurora shows Puiu’s “Romantic in-
vestment” in “the anteriority of the real” 
in conflict with a gradually more acute, 
but not yet “ineluctable” conscience of the 
“representational nature of cinema”? As a 
matter of fact, critic Mike D’Angelo refe-
renced Jeanne Dielman when writng about 
Aurora37, while critic Alex. Leo Şerban re-
ferred to the French “nouveau roman”38 
(a crucial reference in Margulies’ book 
about Akerman). Nevertheless, there 

are important differences between these 
and Aurora. As Margulies points out, 
Akerman assimilated the difficult les-
son of Andy Warhol’s cinema experi-
ments – those films that are like “moc-
king replies” to the old Neorealist appeal 
for films where “nothing happens”. Both 
Cesare Zavattini, who voiced that appeal, 
and André Bazin, who theorized it en-
thusiastically, believed that the “nothin-
gness” of human activities like household 
chores, going to work etc., if represented 
uncut (“at their most authentic duration”, 
Zavattini wrote), carries an actually pro-
found “ambiguity” (as Bazin called it), 
carrying certain “causal or psychological-
motivational structures” that lie deeper 
than the ones which are generally drama-
tized in “ordinary” films. Those are just 
clichés we use to simplify and flatten out 
the world, while real structures remain 
deeply buried in the dense, recalcitrant, 
mainly made-of-“nothing” matter of dai-
ly experience. It was a new realist cine-
ma, which would signal us the existence 
of those structures, that Zavattini and 
Bazin were aiming at. Whereas Warhol’s 
cinema is, in Margulies’ terms, a cinema 
which has abandoned the idea “of any 
truth lying beyond materiality”. (A main 
representative of the “nouveau roman”, 
Alain Robbe-Grillet also called for des-
criptions that would content themselves 
with establishing the fact that “things [are 
simply] here and [that they aren’t] any-
thing else than things”, confined to them-
selves and lacking in any symbolic trans-
cendence.) As essayist Alexandru Matei 
has put it, the famous “pop art” linked 
to Warhol’s name is nothing but “an ex-
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tract of reified presence”, “a reduction 
to immanence performed by an amused 
eye”. “Myth, transcendence, beyond” – 
they are all drawn out; all that remains 
are surfaces39. Jeanne Dielman could be 
described in similar terms: as Margulies 
argues, “the Romantic investment” in 
“the anteriority of the real” has been ove-
rwhelmed by an “ineluctable conscience” 
of representation as representation, as au-
dio-video display. In Puiu’s Aurora, the 
conscience of representation as represen-
tation has become highly acute, but the 
investment in the anteriority of the real, 
and in the existence of a truth (or of the 
Truth) “buried in [its] ambiguity”, re-
mains massive. The consequence of that is 
the conflict diagnosed by Iulia Blaga (and 
others). Puiu’s art is also a highly evolved 
art, but it is the very evolved expression 
of an old school essentialism. (Today’s ci-
nema doesn’t have many other important 
artists still asking the old Bazinian ques-
tion – “what is cinema?” – with the same 
persistence and with the same implica-
tion that cinema must have a certain func-
tion, still incompletely understood). It is a 
cinema which keeps forcing breaches into 
the impossible-to-represent totality of life. 

What follows is a discussion copied 
from the comments section of my review 
of Aurora, posted on the site of the Dilema 
veche journal40. I copy it here because I 
consider it relevant to the problems dis-
cussed above The first comment, titled 
“Überfiktion”, was posted on March 27, 
2011, and signed “Polichinelle”: “In cine-
ma, the ample fiction, the large-scale nar-
rative, the extraordinary incident work 
well in the service of a few abstractions, 

unmovable clichés, general assertions or 
didactically inflected slices of everyday-
ness. It’s an already banal paradox that 
our daily rush and pragmatism let some 
important ingredients slip from our lives 
– we miss the subtle ballet of values, we 
lose our organ for the angels’ language – 
so we have to go to the cinema in order 
to «read» reality. Because film doesn’t to-
lerate the rubble, the superfluous noise, 
the unusable narrative material, and the 
great themes of mankind become limpid 
through the craft of the fictional proces-
sing and abbreviation of the world. You 
go to see Hitchcock to scent the essence 
of fear, you go to see Tarkovsky to see the 
sky better... I tend to believe that Cristi 
Puiu’s Aurora reverses the common law: 
in this case realism is a solution (dialec-
tic, I am tempted to say) to the screen sto-
ry’s incapacity to grasp the universality 
of the particular. You might ask in asto-
nishment: «But isn’t this exactly what the 
epic, the intrigue-laden narrative succeed 
in doing? Aren’t classic characters, with 
their deeds, adventures and misadven-
tures, just figurative vehicles for this or 
that universal value?». No, if by univer-
sality we imply something else than a ne-
cessity which regulates the play of par-
ticulars or an eternal idea, renewable in 
various locations, epochs, contexts. What 
else could it be? An aporia, an insur-
mountable handicap, an abyss. I would 
say Puiu’s realism transcends fiction not 
through an «imaginary observational do-
cumentary», but rather in terms of «pu-
rifying» the fiction from the action of un-
derlying values. It is, if you wish, the 
realism of characters who stop being ins-
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truments in service of some deep axioms 
or theses, and turn into the perfectly pro-
saic materialization of a radical impasse. 
It is the realism of fiction freed from its 
axiological «didacticism», from «the aun-
tie» within it. And, instead of plunging 
us into mere documentary, this brilliant 
drainage takes us right into the genuine 
art of existential horror.”

A reply to this comment, signed 
Anamaria Schwab, was posted the same 
day: “It’s interesting how our directors are 
still haunted by modernist nostalgias [my 
underlining– A.G.], how they still try to 
«break the neck of eloquence», again and 
again… I wonder if fiction can still be a 
«perfectly prosaic materialization» of so-
mething, without falling back into fic-
tion. Actually, I would say it cannot be 
that anymore, though it can still toy with 
the idea. We should not forget, though, 
it’s only a game. Or do we still honestly be-
lieve in the existence of a pure essence of reali-
ty, beyond narrative plot, as Joyce «revealed» 
it (in Ulysses, of course, because he la-
ter grew out of this ambition)?... [my un-
derlining – A.G.]. Neo-Marxist that he is, 
Fredric Jameson would love to hear you 
– he too believes literature «walls reality in» 
and essentially falsifies it by imposing cohe-
rence upon it, while the real is undoubtedly 
something else – that permanent «something» 
outside the text, transgressing the text [my 
underlining – A.G.].”

“Polichinelle” replies a few hours la-
ter: “Thank you for the vaguely appeti-
zing reaction. Fredric Jameson? Delicious, 
but I have «diabetes»... Literature doesn’t 
wall reality in, but provides it with a sus-
pect architecture. I don’t think it’s the same 

thing. Of course there is nothing BEYOND 
the story or the narrative «sarcophagus», but 
I think narrativity is worth being redeemed 
from the axiological voyage it launches, in or-
der to achieve «the pure form of expressivity» 
[my underlining – A.G.] In my humble 
opinion, the real is not an ineffable trans-
cendence, a substance approachable in 
strictly mystical (or traumatic) terms, but 
the impossibility of fiction to be exhaustive 
[my underlining– A.G.] or plausibly di-
dactic. The real is not poison to the nar-
rative tapestry, but its malignant apriori-
ty, its congenital wound [my underlining – 
A.G.].” 

The next post signed by Anamaria 
Schwab reads: “Fiction doesn’t aim to be 
exhaustive in relation to reality. It rather 
waits for the vapors settled on the glass 
plate to cool, condense and become li-
quid. But, I still wonder, when fiction itself 
creates realities, which is then the apriori of 
which? [my underlining – A.G.] However, 
there are entire books written on the to-
pic, this talk is pointless. PS: I remind you 
that, before becoming a mere loisir, lite-
rature was perceived as the only modali-
ty to reveal «wounds» and diagnose their 
malignity, in close connection to the most 
ardent reality.”

Another PS signed by Anamaria 
Schwab comes a few seconds later: “I am, 
however, glad you define the real in an 
apophatic manner, strictly related to fic-
tion.”

And the final post signed by Polichi-
nelle (and titled “Codicil”): “It seems to 
me the definition I suggested somehow 
engages – excuse my pedantry – both 
Derrida and Lacan (though neither of 
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them is exactly a favorite of mine). In the 
rhythm of this duet, I would like to reas-
sert and clarify my suggestion: Il n’y a pas 
de hors-texte (Jacques D.), mais le texte EST 
pas-tout (Jacques L.). Which means: There 
is nothing outside the text, but the text IS not-
all. What a sexy redundancy... Because the 
text’s incompleteness means precisely that: 
the absence of an exception (or transcendence) 
that could provide its internal coherence [my 
underlining – A.G.]. PS: My apologies 
for this rambling hopscotch on the waste 
grounds of the mind.” 

*
In one of our last phone talks the late 

critic Alex. Leo Şerban observed about 
Cristi Puiu: “There’s nothing postmodern 
in him.” Alex. Leo Şerban saw the avant-
garde approach from Aurora as somewhat 
anachronistic. The filmmaker throws into 
radical question a realist formula he him-
self has introduced in Romanian cinema, 
a formula which has meanwhile become 
synonymous with ambitious Romanian 
filmmaking; however, he questions it in a 
way which is still congruent with the di-
rection set by André Bazin 60 years ago, 
accepting premises that have themselves 
been strongly questioned during the last 
half-century. His thinking seems to have 
evolved without taking into account that 
tradition, which remains, however, rele-
vant to his preoccupations.

Let us make a short comparison 
between Puiu and another ambitious 
filmmaker, Abbas Kiarostami, himself 
often hailed as a keeper and enricher 
of the Neorealist legacy. If we try to re-
gard Kiarostami’s work as a series of ex-

ploratory attempts to answer the ques-
tion “what is cinema?” we might notice 
a certain plurality: cinema can be both 
this and that; instead of an essence, ci-
nema has multiple potentialities. On the 
one hand, there is Ten (2002), a film that 
critic J. Hoberman considers “radical-
ly Bazinian”, composed of ten conver-
sations that the same woman-driver has 
with various friends and relatives in a 
car. (The film is not composed of only ten 
shots, but Hoberman considers that it’s 
as though it were41). On the other hand, 
there is Shirin (2008), a film which, accor-
ding to David Bordwell, “reinvents the 
Kuleshov effect” – it is entirely built on 
faces (most of them close-ups) of women 
who seem to be watching the same show; 
according to Bordwell, most of those wo-
men never shared the same space at the 
same time, and neither were they filmed 
while watching the show whose sounds 
we are hearing – Kiarostami filmed them 
first and only afterwards he decided what 
to put on the soundtrack; but the mon-
tage creates “one of the great ensemble 
pieces of screen acting”42. Of course, 
Abbas Kiarostami has been making films 
since the 70s, while Puiu’s investigations 
(he himself refers to his films as investi-
gations) have begun relatively recently, 
so perhaps (who knows?) they will de-
velop in the direction of a similar plura-
lism. But for now it seems that his formi-
dable career might rather take the shape 
of a delayed great modernist quest, en-
dowed with a component of (in my opini-
nion, undoubted) grandeur, but also run-
ning the risks associated with that delay. 
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