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During the last decade, the number of 
books writt en about the Romanian cine-
ma has increased at the same rate as its 
international success. Both Romanians 
and foreigners – the latt ers’ importance 
consisting in illustrating a certain degree 
of visibility the Romanian cinema has at-
tained and a global interest towards it – 
have writt en about the New Romanian 
Cinema and about the precursors of this 
realist, minimal, sometimes deconstruc-
tivist cinematic movement.

In Contemporary Romanian Cinema: 
The History of an Unexpected Miracle 
Dominique Nasta (a Romanian who has 
immigrated west) tries to cover the entire 
history of the Romanian cinema in a (too) 
small number of pages. The author an-
nounces from the beginning, in the fore-
word, diff erent themes that are to be dis-
cussed: the precursors of the NCR (New 
Romanian Cinema), the existence of a 
Romanian fi lm school – one compara-
ble to the Czechoslovak, Soviet, Polish or 
Hungarian ones; additionally, she prom-
ises an “overview of the Romanian fi lm 
phenomenon”. From this point of view 
the issue is well put, because she makes 
precisely a summary, without going, 
many times, more in depth when discuss-
ing a fi lm. Nasta accomplishes what she 
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had set for herself, but it’s my feeling that 
her aim is too small compared to the ex-
tensive research I noticed while reading 
the book.
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First of all, she places Romania historically, culturally and geographically. After 
mentioning the well-known Independenţa Romaniei (Romania’s Independence) (1912), 
she names, in chronological order, a few of the most important titles produced before 
the ‘60s, also referring to the ideology imposed by the Communist Party. The reader 
can notice the permanence of references to the political situation in the country, due 
to the fact that the fi lm industry is directly linked to the political regime, especially 
when speaking of a totalitarian one. She sees the ‘60s as a change – this change hap-
pened as Ceauşescu gained presidential power, consequently leading to the develop-
ment of fi lm-makers such as Pintilie and Ciulei, which were to obtain international suc-
cess. Furthermore, she links them to other East-European artistic movements of that 
time, such as the Czechoslovak one. She then shifts to the ‘70s, which signifi ed the re-
turn to a much more rigorous censorship and a striking, even wild, reappearance of 
the communist ideology in the Romanian cinema, this becoming the only acceptable 
way to make fi lms. 

One thing about the fi rst part of her literary/scientifi c endeavor I would impute 
Nasta is that often she (only) narrates the fi lms. It’s true that sometimes she corre-
lates them to the social-political situation of the time, and in few scarce cases she plac-
es them next to productions from diff erent countries, in an att empt to contextualize 
them. But she doesn’t go more in depth, for a personal reading. The book is similar 
to a sketchy history book, which briefl y narrates the incidents/story line. Because of 
this the book slowly turns into a sort of almanac that gathers all the synopses of the 
relatively important Romanian movies, with rare additions of personal interventions, 
going not very far beyond the customary description of: characters, elements of plot, 
soundtrack and production team.

This literary approach derives from the desire to cover too much information in as 
few pages as possible, leading to a very sketchy style. Of course, some degree of in-
terpretation of the fi lms’ subtext is not entirely absent. It would be unfair to state that, 
but it is done in an expeditious manner. For instance Nasta describes the technical as-
pects – especially the music; but the plot and the context are of greater signifi cance for 
most of the productions. Diegesis is solely a fashionable element, facile and common-
ly used in movies meant for the masses, such as the ideological productions – when 
speaking of them she only points out the state of mind they are meant to induce, not 
the reason for choosing them or in what context was this option preferred to another. 
She puts too much emphasis on the story line, which is a facile and almost devoid of 
point endeavor, considering that the plot plan was back then prescribed, and, there-
fore, of no novelty at all. A movie is much more than just a story and an actual produc-
tion process. It is, among other things, a type of cinematography, message, subtext, in-
tertextuality – a connection with other arts and other movies etc.

This is the reason why the fi rst three chapters seem to be writt en, to some extent, in 
order to hastily get to the directors. Therefore they become inauspicious and useless to 
the author’s undertaking, considering that she names her book Contemporary Romanian 
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Cinema. The History of an Unexpected Miracle herself, implying that it’s a work about our 
current reality, not our past. My opinion is that a brief mention of the nature of the old-
er movies would have been more recommended, so that further on she might position 
them in a (possible) relation with the fi lms produced in this century. More specifi cally, 
I don’t see the point of discussing all the directors that served the Communist Party, 
when the author could have briefl y indicated, in a synthetic chapter, these facts (their 
allegiance, the themes used, the similarity of story lines, the type of cinematographic 
approach etc. – using a generalization that would be correct in this case, by means of 
which she could have indicated their common direction and itinerary). She could, af-
terwards, have moved on to more important and valuable works, being this way able 
to off er them more space and a more in depth analysis. In the end, the announced con-
temporary cinema discussion becomes nothing more than a false claim: the fi rst histo-
ry of the Romanian cinema.

It is false because we can fi nd more titles covering the same topic. They are not writ-
ten in English, but they exist and they were published prior to this book. And, further-
more, they are extremely articulate – especially Călin Căliman’s book, Istoria fi lmului 
românesc, 1897–2000 (The History of Romanian Films, 1897-2000 n.t.), which, as implied 
by the title, stops before the appearance of the NCR, and it would have benefi ted from 
fi nding a successor. On the other hand I fi nd yet another history of Romania’s seventh 
art futile, a detailed analysis of a director activating in this geographic space would 
have been a lot more important and welcomed. An in depth analysis of the body of 
work of Puiu, Mungiu, Porumboiu or Muntean would be a lot more auspicious.

Furthermore, the extremely political correct style, equidistant and reserved, feels 
specifi cally chosen “not to upset anyone”. The absence of passages that would frac-
ture this conformity – because litt le half-owned opinions cannot be counted as real ex-
ceptions – reduces the book to a mere narration. Nasta’s linearity seems assumed, but 
might also come from her inability to break through the convention, to polemize in a 
constructive manner.

In the second half of her book, the author discusses more specifi cally about what 
1989 momentum meant and about Dan Piţa, Mircea Daneliuc, Lucian Pintilie, Nae 
Caranfi l, Cristian Mungiu, Radu Gabrea. She dedicates each of them an entire chapter, 
while Cristi Puiu, Corneliu Porumboiu and Radu Muntean are discussed as a group, 
seen through the connections she looks for in their styles – narrative techniques, top-
ics chosen, and also the type of fi lmmaking (minimalist, with few resources, follow-
ing the Danish Dogma 95 style, or, more generally, the patt ern of “the new wave”). 

After the shift towards the individualization caused by diminishing the number of 
directors, we would think the much expected in depth analysis would emerge. Well, 
this doesn’t occur, and what Nasta does is follow the same economic structure. For ex-
ample, she calls Dan Piţa „an auteur, with a particular gift for creating a fascinating au-
dio-visual universe and directing actors”, but, afterwards, referring to his entire body 
of work she says he „has aged quite badly, and the Romanian dialogue sounds high-
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ly artifi cial. The general feeling is that it describes a nightmare while mixing up diff er-
ent narrative codes (realistic, symbolic, absurd), without really making an assessment 
of it.” This “general feeling” acquits Nasta of any “personal fault”, because she plac-
es her opinion at a general level, as if (almost) all critics share her same vision on Piţa.

Talking about Daneliuc, Nasta discusses Proba de microfon and states that „the train 
becomes a metaphor for human knowledge, and the station is an extremely complex 
environment”, a reading which feels forced, considering that the central and most im-
portant element of the sequence referred to above is the railway station. It’s the place 
where incidents similar to the depicted one take place, involving uncultivated, igno-
rant people, terrifi ed by a morbid and sometimes fatal system. It’s also the place where 
they feel unprotected, undefended, and the collage method (using in-depth editing, of-
fering many possibilities for a detailed analysis) benefi ts from, maybe, one of its best 
uses in Romanian cinema. Nasta doesn’t discuss in extenso this generous subtext; she 
just narrates the plot and succinctly mentions technical aspects. Almost useless, con-
sidering the fact that the material being discussed is of a degree of subtlety that’s rare-
ly seen in Romanian communist fi lms and it evokes both a social-political era of great 
turmoil and restrictions, and a style of fi lmmaking, oozing metaphor, fl ak targeted at 
the system, expressed through actions and characters, in a hyperrealist type of cine-
ma. In fact, it is metacinema.

Nasta dedicates a more thorough analysis to Pintilie, due to viewing him as the true 
forerunner of the NCR, the one that most infl uenced the members of this cinematic 
movement. She defi nes him as a modernist in a cinema where this trait could not be 
found and an exception amongst the fi lmmakers that never stepped on the dangerous-
ly unknown fi elds found away from the path the Party had traced for them. 

She analyses Caranfi l’s fi lms more in detail, referring to foreign works and direc-
tors, such as Citizen Kane or Ernst Lubitsch. The result is a round chapter, in which 
she describes Caranfi l very well, drawing a balanced portrait, without praising him or 
overlooking the qualities he’s recognized for: a slightly commercial fi lmmaker, one that 
doesn’t produce art fi lms, having a formula that’s mostly qualitative but at the same 
time light, easily understood by the audience. Close to the end, the author focuses on 
other topics as well, less discussed in specialized papers: short fi lms, on one side, and 
less valuable fi lms on the other, meant for a wider audience. They are works – of either 
fi lmmakers from the “old times” or the ones belonging to the post-communist gener-
ation (the ones we could think of as being the “bench players”) – that did not make it 
on the main stream market, nor on the art house one. Most of them started with am-
bitious projects, but stumbled along the way, maybe because their ideas were not de-
fi ned enough, or their premise or way of translating it to the screen were not the most 
inspired. The author points out their mischiefs well, but also emphasizes on the posi-
tives – when any – keeping a reserved and not entirely assumed tone.

With all its shortcomings, the book serves its purpose. It superfi cially presents a 
considerable number of fi lms, while limiting its judgments. S he follows her prem-
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ise in the conclusions chapter as well, where Nasta includes many cinematic works 
and many fi lmmakers that she has avoided so far, for various reasons. She concludes 
vaguely and abruptly, leaving room for further interpretations, that an exhaustive 
analysis would be much welcomed in a separate book, this one being more of an over-
view of the titles constituting the mass of the Romanian cinema. From this point of 
view, there is nothing to say against Contemporary Romanian Cinema. The History of an 
Unexpected Miracle, but it unfortunately cannot be more than just a book meant for 
movie fans (amateurs), who have just begun their (possible) research of this fi eld.  


