
123Notes on Fatalism and Melancholia in Romanian Cinema: An Imagological Approach

Doru POP

Notes on Fatalism and Melancholia 
in Romanian Cinema: An Imagological Approach

Abstract: By questioning the mythological and philosophical roots of what makes “Romanianess” a 
particular mode of thinking, this paper uses the cinematic imagology method in an effort to circumscribe the 
elements that could form the “Romanian cinematic mind”. The author is exploring cinema’s function as a 
thought process, materialized in particular filmic expressions, through cinematographic instruments. By taking 
into account the primordial mythological, social and cognitive codes activated into cinematic codes, recent 
Romanian films are interpreted as pathways into the collective thinking mechanisms and become relevant 
for the overall understanding of Romanian society. This paper suggests that cinematic narratives and filmic 
structures express a specific cultural inclination, a “Romanian way” of telling stories which is significant for 
understanding the formation of a Romanian cinematic mind. Starting with the connections it shares with 
more ancestral forms of thinking, like mythological and folklore narratives, this is an investigation of the 
national imagination based on filmic experiences. After overviewing the transformations of the metaphysical 
dimensions of fatalism and melancholia, the author concludes that the Romanian cinema is a thinking machine 
influenced these ancestral predispositions. This thinking machine is a melancholic cinema machine, a psycho-

mechanical apparatus generating an inescapable mood.
Keywords: cinema imagology, Romanian cinema think-
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machine.

Romanian movies share obvious and easily 
recognizable patterns, visible both in their 
storytelling practices and in the recurrent 
cinematographic techniques. Some movies 
accumulate into a “Romanian film style”, which 
can be described as a cinematographic mode, 
with repetitive techniques and narratives. 
Making movies “in the Romanian way” 
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has become an unmistakable trademark. Some film critics were quick to describe 
their inherent “realism” as a common denominator, while others were focusing on 
storytelling practices (described as the “Romanian drama”) or its recurrent cinematic 
strategies (“the Romanian New Cinema”). However, a more difficult problem is to 
determine if the overtly assumed stylistics (either understood as modernist or as part 
of the New Wave movement) is generated by a certain inflection of the “Romanian 
state of mind”. Several issues must be addressed: can we describe it as a particular 
form of relating with reality or is the reality “captured” influencing the cinematic 
experience? Are the moviemaking practices specific or the specific circumstance of 
cultural, geographic and political contexts influenced the way in which the Romanian 
directors make movies? 

While identifying a coherent “Romanian New Wave canon”, which carries both 
pan-European characteristics and unique national traits (Pop 2016), allows us to 
approach the recent filmmakers from a stylistic and narratological perspective, we 
also need a methodological framework for placing their cinematic discourses and 
filmic representations within a larger context. The cinematic imagology provides 
such a methodological perspective, one that brings together several recurrent 
manifestations in narrations, allowing the interpretation of positive or negative 
ethnic or national stereotypes, and is also making evident a link with national 
mythological structures. It must be underlined here that, even if the imagological 
method discusses the stereotyping functions of national imaginaries, this approach 
is not based on ethnotypical characterizations. The underlying idea is not that 
nations have characteristics that differentiate them from other ethnic groups, 
following the infamous “psychology of peoples”, nor does it converge with the ethnic 
characteriological descriptions.

Closer to Benedict Anderson’s (1983) conceptualizations of imagined communities, 
which opened the way to a multitude of studies about the impact of myths and 
collective representations in the formation of identity, cinematic imagology as a 
field of research is making possible the study of cinema discourses and their role in 
the evolution of a national imagery, through the specific instruments available to 
moviemakers. When studying the national mentality, on the other hand, it is important 
to analyze cultural productions, of which films are a major component, since they 
accumulate into collective representations of the “Self” and of the “Other”. The images 
of national character, the visual representations of self-identity and the articulation of 
self-images are even more important now when Romania is a member of the European 
Union and “Europeaness” has become an influential and disputed component of our 
cultural sphere. Dealing with cross-national, trans-national and even post-national 
issues, cinema is an important component for these transformations.

There are several important and systematic imagological investigations, from the 
textual analysis of the major themes of alterity and identity (Pageaux 1989), to the 
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mythocritique practiced by Jean-Marc Moura (1994) who called for an imagological 
approach from the perspective of comparative literature. Elaborating a repertory of 
typologies, formulaic images that accumulate as coherent discourses that ultimately 
contributes to the formation of a collective imaginary (imaginaire) allows comparative 
literature to describe the use of literary images of a particular national literature. 
This framework includes studying the way in which national stereotypes (or auto-
stereotypes) emerge (Beller and Leerssen 2007) or how mental images are codified 
and then propagated in literature as national identities (Laurušaitė 2018), which is 
not the same with describing a national character. Imagology focuses on analyzing 
the relationship between the imaginary functions of representations (imagemes) and 
the realities they deal with (realemes). By working with “imagemes”, ambivalent and 
binary representations that bring together apparently opposite meanings (for Leerssen 
these are “Janus faced” structures (“North/South”, “central/peripheral” (Leerssen 
2000 277-78), we are not exposing the national “character”. Instead the imagological 
interpretation provides an insight into the structures of cultural representation. 

When extending the research instruments of imagological interpretation within the 
field of cinema research, the analysis can be practiced as a study of representations, 
focusing on one or both of these two major typologies: auto-images (or “self-images”) 
and hetero-images (or the images of the “Others”). In order to perform such a 
disciplinary crossover and by borrowing from the traditional studies of comparative 
literature, we must concede that cultural identity is no longer built just by literary 
discourses. As increasingly cinema has become an influential element of the 
“cultural imagery” today, an integral element of the way in which national identities 
arecommunicated, both as an experience of the self and of the reception of otherness 
at a global level, using examples from movies provides important resources. As 
Frank Denkler observed in the dictionary entry on cinema in the edited work of Beller 
and Leerssen (295-97), movies are an important mechanism of generating stereotypes 
and clichés and, even more importantly, cinematic imagology can offer extremely 
relevant information in an era of post-national identities. Although we no longer 
refer to a homogenous “national self”, when international audiences are exposed to 
ethnic dependent experiences (such as event taking place in local contexts), movies 
are indicative for the self-image of a certain group. 

We also need to take into consideration the conclusions of imagological inter-
pretations about Romanians, as is the case with Dennis Deletant’s contribution to 
the “Romanian chapter” of the book coordinated by Beller and Leerssen, where the 
historian specialized in Romanian studies concluded that the Romanians carried a 
“negative image” throughout history. Linked to stereotypes such as Bram Stoker’s 
projection of an exotic land in which two opposite world coexist (225), this is a major 
cultural premise, one that many historians, including Western historians studying 
Romania (Hitchins 2015) keep using. Even before Romania was “Romania” as a 
modern state, the myth of the “East-West synthesis” provided a marker for the 
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independent kingdoms our ethnic group was divided into. Between the Ottoman 
influence and dominance, the influence of the West as a source of intellectual 
inspiration during the bourgeois revolution, and then part of the Soviet system, 
Romania had a long history of conflicting identities.

Using this as a central hypothesis, my own approach when practicing a cinematic 
imagology interpretation begins with the assumption that that the Romanian 
contemporary film-thinking illustrates a deep cultural ambivalence, manifested 
both as a spatial and temporal imageme, that can be described as a natural state of in-
between-ess.

Is there a Romanian cinematic mind?

Some authors have tried to explain the “Romanian mind” by using a psychological 
deterministic view, best illustrated by the early studies of Constantin Rădulescu-
Motru, who expanded on the idea of a specific Romanian mode of thinking, which 
he defined along a series of ethnic coordinates. The exploration of Romanianess 
and the ineffable nature of our collective psychology has a long tradition, from the 
racially biased studies of Dumitru Drăghicescu (1907) to the more recent cognitivist 
approaches practiced by Daniel David (2015). It was Drăghicescu who first stressed 
the impact on the “Romanian psychology” of the apparent historical fact that our 
ethic group was placed at a geographic and political intersection (“răspântie”). This 
ethnic-psychologist observation that, as a neo-Latin nation, the Romanians were 
practicing a Christian Orthodox cult, living between the Orient and the Occident 
and existing on the “frontier of civilizations” (14-15). This is a recurrent cultural 
stereotype, constantly re-evaluated. Sorin Alexandrescu (1998) coined the notion of 
the “Romanian paradox” as determined by both a spacial and a temporal paradox, 
influencing the Romanian way of cultural thinking. The first is the “frontier paradox” 
(12), a result of the geographic position of the Romanians, which had a major influence 
on national identity, and the second, more problematic, is a paradoxical stance which 
the cultural critic identified as an attitude “against time” (35).

Various studies use a form of mythological evaluation and by going back to the 
earliest resources of the Romanian culture identify a similar dichotomy. As described 
by one of the most important historians of our literature, George Călinescu, there 
is an ancestral “sentiment of providence” of the Romanians, structurally inherited 
by our cultural productions, which can be linked straight to the Geto-Dacians (17-
18). Others consider that “Romania is different”, and critically evaluate the myths 
of the Romanian political mind (Boia 2005), by finding the negative imprints of the 
millennial existence at the borderlands of Europe. If historically and culturally we can 
trace an imaginary conditioning of the Romanian collective mind, generated either by 
the anxiety towards invaders or the desire to project a glorious past, this ambivalence 
was not properly analyzed for its cinematic dimensions.
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A forgone conclusion could allow us to quickly define a cinematic “Romanianess” 
by precipitately examining such traits within particular movies. The best illustrations 
come from what has accumulated as the “national cinema”, productions belonging 
to the national cinema epics (epopeea națională cinematografică). Inspired by key 
historical figures, events and contexts, the Romanian film industry, like almost all 
other cinemas of the world, displays a generic predisposition for “Romanian” 
narratives. These are coalesced into an eclectic assemblage of stories, mostly made 
during state socialism. Populated by recognizable Romanian figures, dealing with 
Romanian topics (Saulea 2011) it would be an easy choice to define “Romanianism” 
and “Romanianess” by overviewing these historical movies. Either by exposing 
them as fake identity formations, denouncing their role in the political effort to 
promote nationalism (Colăcel 2018), or by ignoring their importance in the overall 
cinematic mind, the fact is that these movies also have a cognitive relevance in 
terms of imagological interpretations. They were not simply created to promote a 
“nationalistic” view of the world, supported by the political leadership at the time. 
They are indications for how self-representations function.

One possible approach in using national cinema as a pathway into the national 
imaginary was practiced by Florentina Andreescu (2013). Overviewing several 
Romanian productions, the author provides several socio-political explanations 
by coupling Michael Schapiro’s (2004) definition of “cinematic nationhood” with 
a version of psychoanalytical trauma studies. The idea is that films somehow 
“articulate” the dominant political and social discourses. This allows the interpreter 
to open a window into the Romanian society, but provides access into levels of the 
collective imagination otherwise intangible. Focused on the cultural articulation 
of the projected identity desired by the state (Schapiro 130-131), Andreescu 
retroactively reads into the national myths (like that of Trajan and Dochia or Miorița) 
the manifestations of a “colonizing” presence, both during and after communism. 
She then concludes that there is an excessively passive attitude, a “masochistic 
psychic structure” (49) disclosed by the cinematic narratives analyzed. Andreescu 
uses national myths as keys to explaining not only how Romanian cinema works, 
but also claiming that other legends (like Meșterul Manole – The Manole Foreman) 
are quintessentially linked to a “national structure of fantasy” (55). Although, by 
identifying the presumed traits of “the Other”, Andreescu partially practices an 
imagological approach, this is filtered through political interpretation of meanings 
(the socialist state, the West). Thus in the relationship with the Other as institutional 
power, the reactions of the Romanians in society are seen as “complacency” 
and even expressions of this presumed “masochistic fantasy”, which somehow 
reappears in cinematic storytelling (50). Such readings of cinematic representations 
of national identity lead to far fetched conclusions about the “Romanian fantasy” 
(106), pervading movies like 4 Months, 3 Weeks, and 2 Days (2007).
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If we can practice a “mythopoetics” of Romanian cinema, in the sense of the term 
used by Kriss Ravetto-Biagioli (2017), that is the process of cinematic mythmaking, 
whereby movies are transforming ideas into themes, then turning them into 
narratives, which convey social meanings, such recurrent forms of representation 
which renew “old myths” have to be properly contextualized. The main problem with 
these approaches is that they remove any agency from the moviemakers themselves, 
the process of creating cinematic narratives limited to transferring political meanings. 
Also, more importantly, these approaches ignore the cognitive dimension of the social 
experience which is watching movies. For example in Andreescu’s interpretation the 
profound “masochistic” dimension of representing “the Others” as inflictors of pain 
and sufferance, is part of an “embodied” experience. The social trauma generated by 
the abortion laws imposed by the Ceaușescu regime, transposed in Cristian Mungiu’s 
movie, did not exist in a vacuum. When engaging propaganda materials, for example 
another movie about abortion that the spectators in communist Romania were able 
to see, like Ilustrate cu flori de câmp (1975), we observe that the directors (and the 
spectators) were acutely aware of the ideological messages. To believe that somehow 
there was a mechanical transmission of the official thinking without the “embodied 
cognition” of the people creating and watching movies is too simplistic. 

Or, as pointed out by Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (395), sometimes movies 
that are not watched have a stronger influence on the cultural-historic knowledge. 
While we can deal with the representations in movies as directly connected with the 
political mind, they are never the single most significant factor in defining the overall 
imagination of a community. Another important element we must acknowledge 
in this context, which raises major methodological issues for a purely imagological 
approach to cinema thinking, comes from over-stressing the impact of movies. When 
evaluating cinema productions in the context of their viewership, strictly from a 
statistical point of view, it is highly disputable how influential are movies which only 
have a couple of thousand of viewers. As is the case with some of the most remarkable 
recent productions achieving international notoriety, they are either ignored by the 
Romanian spectators or they are used as negative examples. For example Radu Jude’s 
provocative questioning of recent historical traumas, as is the case with the role of 
the Romanian state during the Holocaust, which was intended by the author as an 
impulse to make his co-nationals think about the past, largely ignored by the public. 
An eye opening film, Îmi este indiferent dacă în istorie vom intra ca barbari (2018) was 
viewed by a little more than 9.400 spectators. So, in order to understand their impact 
on the cognitive mapping of the “thinking in society”, as these movies fall under the 
category of narratives that are re-coding our symbolic understanding of society, they 
have to be placed in a broader context. It is relevant, for example, that conservatives 
like Dan Puric (quoted by Tudor 2016), a vocal public speaker and supporter of the 
puritiy of the “Romanian soul”, consider that recent cinema is undermining traditional 
values, denouncing their choice for stories about “pathological debasement”, dealing 
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with abortion or prostitution, which are a “menace to “our spiritual architecture” of 
the “structure of our souls”.

My main concern is to identify the common elements that could allow us to 
talk about a “Romanian cinematic mind”, without mixing it with the problematic 
dimension of political forms of representation. Here a more difficult line of inquiries 
should address several other related questions: what is the nature of knowledge 
provided by the recent Romanian cinematic productions? How could these films 
provide an insight into the cognitive structure of society and how can we identify the 
traces of cognitive structures as manifestations of larger meanings. Particularly, how 
can we overview the works of a director like Cristi Puiu, one of the most important 
contemporary auteurs in Romanian film industry, and describe a mind-frame behind 
his masterpieces. One possible approach is to evaluate the works by referring to 
the vision of the author himself. As illustrated by the introduction of the consistent 
monograph published by Monica Filimon on Cristi Puiu (2017), we can described 
the “philosophy of cinema” and the director’s “thinking” by referring to interviews 
and public statements of the author. As Filimon maps the vision of this remarkable 
author (7-8) the unavoidable conclusion is that his works have a metaphysical 
dimension (even sacred and filled with “ineffable” meanings, examinations of the 
condition of humanity. 

My own approach is to interrogate this “philosophy” through a close analysis of the 
discursive elements of the works. While the political, the allegorical, the mythological 
or the symbolic dimensions of any movie are important, cinema-thinking is generated 
only through the cinema machine. 

The fatalist hypothesis in cinema

Of all the explanations used to decode Romanian cinema, the observation that 
fatalism is “at the core of the Romanian psyche” (5), advanced by Dominique Nasta in 
the first international overview of the national cinema, provides an important insight 
and raises several debatable issues. There are a couple of ancestral stories, like the 
myths of the shepherd who accepted his anticipated death or the wife of the monastery 
builder accepting to be buried alive, which appear to display a form of pessimistic 
melancholia. When facing with the imminent tragedy of reality, the characters are 
reacting with a fatalistic detachment. Published as an authentic ballad, Miorița (The 
Little Ewe Lamb) remains one of the most important cultural myths of modern 
Romanian culture. Integrated in the literary discourses designed to create a national 
identity, later evolving in a multitude of forms and representations, this folk song was 
“discovered” by Vasile Alecsandri, at that time the most important Romanian poet 
and writer. First edited and published in 1850, the earliest account was noted by Alecu 
Russo in 1846, and it is relevant that the story came to the attention of a generation 
of writers and historians that have created the bourgeois Romanian identity. Miorița 
is ever since a quintessential national myth and, as observed by George Călinescu, it 
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became one of the four foundational myths of Romanian modern culture. According 
to this literary critic (41-42), these are explanatory narratives, illustrating the birth 
of the Romanian nation (Traian and Dochia), they explain the cosmological place of 
human beings (Miorița/ The Littele Ewe Lamb), they account an aesthetics of creation 
(Meșterul Manole/ Master Manole) and the dynamics of sexuality (Sburătorul). While 
these myths have archetypal functions, they are also macabre accounts, either of 
death or demonic possession. In terms of imagological interpretations, they expose 
multiple levels of stereotyping, disclosing the mechanisms of self-identity.

This was often called the “mioritic attitude”, a form of katabasis, a tendency to 
accept the fatality of life, which appears to be manifested in numerous contemporary 
movies. Such connections allowed film critics to conclude that an overall fatalistic 
view of the world is an indicator for the Romanian cinematic-thinking. Of course, 
when quickly looking for external manifestations of this presumed archetypal 
characteristic of the national psyche, the Romanian cinema is replete with such 
examples. It would be only too easy to identify situations, narratives or characters 
that qualify as “fatalistic”. From La moara cu noroc (1955), the adaptation of the 
moralizing novel written by Ioan Slavici, where the weak willed innkeeper navigates 
between life and death, to the acceptance of the punishment at the end of Pădurea 
spânzuraților (1964), the marks of resignation are recurrent in national cinema. 
Perhaps the quickest connection can be made when watching a movie like Moartea 
domnului Lăzărescu (2005), where several blatant connections can be made, from 
the fact that the ambulance nurse is called Mioara (another diminutive of the ewe 
lamb, Miorița) to the resignation of the old man confronted with imminent death. 
The symbolic interpretation of the tragedy of the old pensioner who is slowly dying 
during the movie, can then be projected as an allegorical representation of the 
Moldavian shepherd who accepts his destiny as inevitable.

Many film critics have accepted the “mioritic” cultural hypothesis as a good for all 
interpretation for various cinematic manifestations. Judith Pieldner (2016) reads into 
Radu Jude’s Aferim! (2015) the intention to re-contextualize the “mioritic foothills”, 
a subversion of the presumed idyllic landscape, thus generating a disruption of the 
mythological representations of the archaic Romanian space (100). Others who took 
for granted the “mioritic” formula hastily connect “resignation” with other social 
and even political manifestations, as is the case with the study published by Strausz 
(2017) where the Hungarian film critic redefines the archetype by overlapping it with 
Lefebvre’s concept of “hesitation”. Strausz is in fact re-reading the “mioritic” elements, 
reverberating in a second hand interpretation the formula already proposed by Ambrus 
Miskolczy (in fact all the references used by Strausz are indirect quotes to this work), 
when discussing the Mioritic space (“mioritikus tér”) as a spatial determination with 
cultural consequences. This allows the film critic to expand the notion of hesitation and 
interpret Romanian contemporary cinema through this poetic practice, manifested as 
a trope in cinematic discourse (32). In the overt conflict between the three shepherds in 
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Miorița, with two of them conspiring to kill the most affluent of them, the victim might 
seem to be displaying a form of indecision. This, in turn, is transparently linked to the 
geography of the Romanian landscape, or “Plaiul”, dominated by constant changes of 
scenery, from plains to hills then valleys. This has influenced Romanian folklore and 
other forms of cultural expression, most of them or rural extraction. And here is the 
fallacy of the argument about the mioritic determinism, observed by Strausz himself, 
who realizes that a spatial experience connected to rural existence can hardly qualify 
to describe movies taking place in urban contexts.

In fact such problematic readings could have been avoided by an in-depth 
documentation. The issue was previously clarified in the 1930s by Ovidiu Papadima, 
who was also preoccupied to identify a “Romanian vision of the world”, as an 
ethnic specificity manifested in cultural forms. In a research on Romanian folklore, 
published already in 1941, Papadima argued that what seems to be a form of 
hesitation (șovăială) is more likely a metaphysical effort to make sense of the absurd, 
of the nonsensical dimension of existence. Rejecting fatalism, this author identifies an 
“organic” expression of the harmony between good and evil as a key component of 
the national spirit. As Lucian Blaga pointed out in the expanded interpretation of the 
impact played by Miorița in the Romanian culture, this is fundamentally a “sophianic” 
tale, dealing with spiritual transfiguration and not with physical extermination.

The Miorița controversy and presumed resignation of the Romanians

The meanings of this ballad have generated numerous debates and the discussions 
about this quintessential folktale are, in and of themselves, a part of the cultural history 
of Romanian thinking. One of the stereotypical interpretations, which is relevant for 
the overall effort to decipher the Romanian collective psyche, can be traced back to 
the 19th Century observations of the French historian Jules Michelet, who was the 
first to translate the ballad for a foreign audience. For Michelet the story displayed 
the main national trait of the Romanians, that is an “easy resignation” (quoted by 
Eliade 1970 229). As many many foreign travelers to Romania have noted (Fermor 
166), this type of “fatalistic melancholia” of the Romanian people was perpetuated 
culturally, a transparent way of thinking explicit in the Romanian language which is 
filled with untranslatable words expressing multiple “shades of sadness”, like “dor” 
and “zbucium” (167), combinations of longing and troubled souls. Fermor, who was 
also impressed by the popular song called “doină”, commented on the fact that its 
rhythms were a mixture of long pauses and a fascinating sense of uselessness (168).

Fatalism also became a central issue for the Romanian philosophers, and 
relevantly enough one of the first systematic thinkers of a nation without philosophy, 
Vasile Conta, published an entire work dedicated to the “theory of fatalism”. 
Later transformed into an anti-semitic politician and minister, Conta was claiming 
that the ideas that dominated the nations of the world were determined by their 
environments, and that human societies were fatalistically destined to repeat the 
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same “laws”, which he describes as “fatal laws” (1894 7-8). Although not referring to 
the particular national characteristics of the Romanians, Conta elaborated a theory of 
“universal undulation”, which is extremely close to the spiritual manifestations later 
analyzed by Lucian Blaga in his own theory about the “mioritic space”.

Blaga, probably one of the most authentic philosophers of the Romanian culture, 
identified a specific metaphysical state, which he called the “undulated infinite”, 
which he notoriously linked to the local geography of the Romanian space called 
“Plaiul” (the Land). While this notion is not necessary describing a material space, 
as it rather circumscribes an “unconscious horizon”, it is determined by the fact 
that the Romanians have indeed lived for millennia in such a “mioritic space” (69), 
characterized by the continuous “up-and-down”. Blaga concluded that this experience 
has lead to the formation of an unconscious manifestation, one that is visible in many 
artistic articulations. His example is the Romanian popular song called “doină”, with 
its musical manifestation (116) mirroring the collective destiny, also defined by an 
infinite “climbing and descending” (suiș și coborâș). 

This remains the basis for the theory about a Romanian “stylistic matrix”, 
coherently described in a study dedicated to the mioritic space (spațiul mioritic), 
an archetypal structure making the Romanians different from the Westerners and 
particularly the Germanic peoples (241). An ethnocentric Blaga, who was more 
interested in defining the concept of a “cultural soul”, further elaborated on the 
notion of “stylistic matrix” (matricea stilistică), which he believed to be articulated 
in various forms of discourse (from language, to poetry and music). The best term 
containing the “Romanian soul” was the poetic use of longing (“dor”), defined 
by Blaga as “a melancholia, not to heavy, not to soft, of a sould that climbs and 
descends” (67). As the ultimate expression of the conditions of the national collective 
psyche, “dorul” was a typical manifestation of the “an undulated infinity” (68), also 
expressed in unique versions of popular songs or national folk dances. Determined 
by the specific geographic landscapes of Romania (hill-valley/ deal-vale), it generated 
a spiritual matrix of the “Romanian spirit” (duhul românesc), a cosmic rhythm that 
marked the existence of the “Walachian shepherds”, in turn making the Romanian 
spirituality with a simultaneous movement of anabasis (ascension) and katabasis 
(descending). The result is a form of migration from fatalism (as katabasis or descent 
into melancholia), to ascending through an exaggerated optimistic self-confidence.

Perhaps the best illustration of this double indeterminacy is another famous 
Romanian philosopher, Emil Cioran. His destiny seems to be following the anabasis-
katabasis trajectory – in the early 20s and 30s his writings were centered on the 
glorification of Romanian vitalism, only to finish his career as the most important 
representative of fatalism and melancholia. His ideas also revolved around the notion 
of fatality in history, an ardent topic discussed by almost all his generational fellows. 
Cioran, published as a young man published a resounding manifesto calling for 
the “transfiguration” (Schimbarea la faţă a României) of the Romanian identity. Here 
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he expressed a deeper cultural anxiety regarding the great “historical sleep” of the 
Romanians throughout history. This negative destiny and implicit fatalism, prophesied 
Cioran, must be replaced by delirium. In order to occupy their rightful position in 
modern history, the Romanians needed to replace their lack of vitalism and submissive 
melancholia with imperial revival. This was a discourse mobilized the fascists at that 
time, as Cioran talked about a desire to fill the cultural vacuum of Walachia (neantul 
valah) and the need to wake the nation from slumber, the combination between 
nationalist ideology and a religious fervor of death engulfed the nation. 

Of course, this historical “lethargy” of the Romanians, an idleness in time and 
lack of involvement, came back to haunt Cioran, who could not return to his home 
country after the Soviet take over. Like many other fascist sympathizers he stayed 
in the West as an emigre and managed to integrate with his pessimistic essays in 
the French culture. His personal journal, published only after his death, shows how 
he mused about his fatalist melancholia, decrying his own condition as a member 
of a defeated nation, eternally in bad luck and sadness and darkness (1991 50-52). 
Deprecating about the fact that he was a victim of the “Wallachian malechance”, a 
destiny that was double fold dramatic (65), these notes from his last book written in 
his native language draw a self portrait as an embodiment of the “Wallachian spirit” 
eternally balancing between heights and lows. Cioran’s meditations about his destiny 
as a human being “born of of nation without luck” (neam fără noroc) allowed him 
to become the master stylist of the philosophy of disappointment. Melancholia came 
naturally to Cioran, as he noted later in Précis de décomposition, his first collection of 
essays published in France in 1949 which offered him notoriety. The “bitter venom” 
(1992 47) generated by the conscience of unhappiness (1992 48) is par of a conscience 
(already noted in his journal), that comes from a fatalistic movement of the national 
soul, a result of a collective experience of the Romanians who were “proud to 
be nothing” throughout history (1991). Sublimated in an extremely elaborated 
philosophical discourse about decay and degradation, illustrated by his A short history 
of decay, the nostalgia of “forever feeling away from a home of your own” (54) and the 
consequences of a historical fatalism, he defines his condition as a result of the “pride 
of defeat” and “self pity” (165), very much in the logic of the undulation between up 
and down, diagnosed by Blaga.

Refuting the fatalism dogma

Many authors, however, openly refuted the validity of this pessimistic and 
depressive dimension of the national psyche, that seems to be inherited from Miorița 
and other archaic tales. In one of the best documented studies of the phenomenon, 
Adrian Fochi (1964) used a textual analysis to show that the fatalism theme was in fact 
induced by later elaborations of the text, that these formulaic revisions of the text are 
not present in the early forms of the folks song, initially created as a Christmas carol. 
Overviewing the genesis of the ballad, from its archaic versions, first appearing in the 
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North of Transylvania, to the published version by Alecsandri collected in Moldova, 
Fochi concludes that its “feudalist” and submissive dimensions were added later, 
over-imposed on the Christian motif of sacrifice.

Mircea Eliade, in one of his studies on the history of religions, also uses this 
interpretation following the archaic theme hypothesis. In fact Eliade is an exponent of 
another set of interpretative positions regarding the meanings of this story, one that 
can be described as paleo-mythological. As early a 1915, Theodor Speranția published 
a research claiming that Miorița must be linked to the Cabiric cult, a ritualistic 
incantation used in the ancient Greek and Egyptian mysteries, only later transferred 
into popular songs. The murdered shepherd was nothing more than a version of 
Osiris, killed by his own brother (quoted by Eliade 1972 230). Other interpreters saw 
in this narrative a remnant of the Pythagorean wedding hymns, a solar cosmogonic 
wailing song or even a remainder of the cult of Mithras. Romulus Vulcănescu (1987 
206) presents an exhaustive list of such mythological interpretations, from those 
connecting the ballad to the presumed Thracian pantheon, to the Hindu myths. 
These claims, including Eliade’s version identifying the ballad with a “pre-Christian 
cosmology”, which is specific for the peasant versions of a religious thinking of the 
Romanians, are valorizations of an archaic form of spirituality, linked to the beliefs 
of the Dacians about resurrection and the celebration of death. Ultimately this makes 
the Moldovan shepherd an allegory of Christ and his sacrificial death, in turn a 
trope of an agro-pastoral civilization pre-dating Christianity. Very similar to what 
Blaga defined as a “sophianic worldview”, it inherently gives the Romanian mind a 
superiority that transcends the fatalistic dogma.

With all its mythological, social and psychological functions, either as a pastoral 
archaic narrative, as a ritual of initiation or a worldview of the ancient populations 
living in a particular geographic area, these opinions are supporting an “optimistic 
Romanian vision of the world”. Best illustrated by Dumitru Caracostea, one of the 
founders of the National Folklore Institute and a minister during the fascist regime, 
the belief that the “Romanian soul” was “inclined to sadness, dreamy melancholias 
and soft resignations” a mode of dealing with the “absurd metaphysical suffering” 
(102-103). Thus the fatalistic attitude becomes a manifestation of a “cosmic nostalgia”, 
an expression of the Romanian spiritual vitality. Caracostea argued that Miorița was 
falsely interpreted (149-150), due to the fact that the Romantics who discovered the 
folksong (Russo, Alecsandri) were inclined to present the national spirit in a manner 
that would make it intelligible for a foreign public. On the contrary, the folklorist 
claims, the Romanians share a “healthy ethnic optimism”, that the our ethnic mind-
frame is not “resigned, nor fatalistic”, but instead “filled with joy” (154), which 
allowed this nation to survive its long history of deceptions and failures.

The “mioritic fatalism” interpretations were also contested by two other 
important Romanian philosophers, Constantin Noica and Mircea Vulcănescu. Both 
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fascist sympathizers (Vulcănescu was condemned for war crimes) they explored 
the “Romanian soul” based on the premise that there was fundamental difference 
between us and the Westerners, due to a metaphysical predisposition visible in our 
language. The hypothesis was first advanced by Vulcănescu in an article published in 
the right-wing journal Dreptatea (December 1932), then expanded in a book dedicated 
to the “Romanian dimension of existence” (dimensiunea românească a existenței). 
Based on a linguistic determinism, the traits of this “Romanianess” are described 
similarly with what Noica later identified as “the Romanian sentiment of being” 
(sentimentul românesc al ființei). Explaining a series of words that could define 
the national identity (like “dor”), Noica argued that the Romanian language itself 
contains the traits of an ontological condition, another mode of “fulfillment”, which is 
not connected to the Western models of certitude (58-59). 

In an effort to prove that the “Romanian spirit” was not fatalistic (50-51), that the 
apparent passivity indicated deeper meanings, these “modes of being” are coding a 
state of mind simultaneously determined and undetermined. As argued by Noica, 
when referring to such metaphysical components, “the intricacies of the Romanian 
verb” (iscusirile verbului românesc) are indicative for a superior manifestation 
of “Being”, which is neither stable or unstable. The main assumption even more 
complex, not only that languages are carriers of a “national spirit”, but some 
languages (like the Romanian) reach levels of “philosophical thinking” (17). Thus, in 
order to better understand the national mind, Noica embarks on an in-depth analysis 
of several words which he believed are manifestations of metaphysical identity 
placed between openness and closeness. It is relevant for this discussion that almost 
all his speculations are centered around a type of ambivalence of meanings, with the 
most relevant terms brought into discussion are dichotomous couples such as întru 
(inside) (31-40; 370-75), followed by cumpăt (evaluative thinking) (120-126) răzoare 
(balks) (202-206) or crossroad/ răscruce. 

The intricate explanations illustrated by the analysis of “întru”, a Romanian word 
which means simultaneously to be “in” (in the interior, inside) and “towards” (the 
outside, on the move and stationary), that is to be in a search for something which is 
already found (31), are extremely relevant. “Întru” is more than a dialectical reunion 
generating ambiguous tensions, as it also means to be in, to come from and to be 
against, to be with and without (371), which further discloses a state of mind that 
connects the Romanian spirit with its primordial origins (372). Later exemplified by 
the Romanian philosopher with the concept of “răscruce” (crossroad), it shows what 
it means to be in a “closed opening”, that is to be “întru”. Since the term crossroad 
(“răscruce”) has a usage unlike other languages, it can be confusedly identified as an 
element of indecision or even hesitation, when in fact it is an “opening to multiple 
possibilities”. “Răscruce” is a crossroad which is “a closing that can be opened”, 
multiple options manifested simultaneosuly. Noica also explains why the Romanians 
could have been described as fatalist, since, when translating expressions such 
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as “it was not meant to be” (“n-a fost să fie”), it could appear to prove a passive 
predisposition, an attitude of fatalistic acceptance of destiny. In fact the reverse 
understanding is correct, argues this Heideggerian philosopher, and this kind of 
reversal is quintessential for the understanding Romanian “sensibility”. He claims 
that an “ontological becoming” (39) is specific for a nation living in the “răzoare”, 
that is determined by a borderless limitation, with an ambivalent nature of opened 
demarcations, identified as the “becoming into being” (devenirea întru ființă), visible 
in the “Romanian modulations” of the being.

These arguments continue to be debatable and they remain contested because, 
as some recent historians have pointed out (Popa 193), these revisions of the fatalist 
dogma were clearly elaborated as part of a pro-fascist ideology. As such, the 
philosophers, writers and folklorists who have contested the negative dimensions of 
the passivity myth, often integrated in the nationalist project of that particular political 
environment, were part of the larger drive for a nationalist revival. On the other hand, 
Popa’s conclusions that the violence against the Romanian Jews and other minorities 
during the war must be seen as manifestation this “liberation” from the mythologies 
of fatalism (194), are also highly disputable. While the ethnocentric vision of the 
philosophical observations of Vulcănescu, Noica and Cioran about the “Romanian 
being”, either based on the interpretations of untranslatable words, or problematic 
redefinitions of self identity, the fact that our civilization was determined by a specific 
spatial and political positioning (probably expressed by the word “întru”), between 
the West and the East, the Orthodox and the Catholic, remains factual.

My following arguments are based on the presupposition that this mode of 
thinking has representational and narrative functions, which can be traced in their 
expansions in the cinematic practices. An imagological cinematic framework allows 
us to place the self-identity mechanisms from myths like Miorița or Master Manole 
beyond the fatalist connection, as indicators of cultural predispositions manifested in 
recent movies.

The presence of death and the representational melancholia

Mircea Eliade, who further elaborated on these issues and contextualized the 
mythological functions of “the Magical Sheep” in a comparative study overviewing 
the religious practices, legends and stories of the peoples in Eastern Europe (1972), 
identified the influences of a pre-Indo-European culture, which predated the Geto-
Thracian inheritance and had a vision about death and resurrection. The Chicago 
University professor of the historian of religions uses this prehistory, which is 
sometimes explicit in the “dualist” practices of the religions of the Balkans (like 
Bogomilism), is also transparent in the previously discussed Romanian legends 
(Meșterul Manole and Miorița). For him the story about the building of Argeș 
monastery, which originated in Wallachia, the southern part of Romania, shares an 
important element with the other “foundational” ballad about Miorița. 
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Meșterul Manole like Miorița are, before anything, narratives about death, 
centered on apparently morbid plots, about the builder who walls off his wife in 
order to keep the construction from falling or the shepherd accepting to be killed. 
Eliade suggests that their common dramatic motif, that of the violent death accepted 
with serenity, indicates the traces of an archaic ritual (200), conveying the idea of the 
“beautiful death”. Based on the religious accounts about the practices of the Dacians, 
this particular relationship with death can be seen as a manifestation of a typical 
metaphysical predisposition. Others, like Romulus Vulcănescu (1987), support 
a similar interpretation, that these ballads are more relevant from a magic-ritual 
perspective, than they have a cultural-ethnic relevance rooted in prehistory. These 
stories are mostly about death and the spiritual consequences of dying (206). With 
Miorița, the soon to die shepherd is not only fatalistically accepting his fate, he is also 
constructing an imaginary event with cosmogonic functions, enacting a marriage by 
death, thus transcending the traumatic event.

Contextualized in the history of religions the direct interpretation would be to 
consider such death as an expression of a primitive thinking, by linking these folktales 
with the myths of the Dacians who were accepting death with joy and laughter, by 
sacrificing a messenger sent to their god, Zalmoxis (Eliade 1995 59). This idea, that a 
pre-Christian cult based on ritualistic death and linked to the “creative dimension” 
of dying, leads Eliade to the conclusion that many ancient cosmogonic myths are 
based on the presence of a divine cadaver (1991 448). For Eliade the representation 
of death in folktales has a cognitive dimension (81), it offers humans a pathway to 
knowledge into the essence of humanity, just as the folklore is a repository of “facts” 
and not fictions, these stories can become documents about primordial experiences 
(180-181). This is why, in his commentaries on Meșterul Manole (399), Eliade claims 
that the ballad belongs to a “metaphysical realm” (văzduh metafizic), disclosing the 
archaic mentality that was made possible the narration. Myths, legends and tales are 
expressions of a way of thinking that produced those particular stories.

While all mythologies and legends include stories about death, with various death 
myths which are allowing the living to coalesce their ideas about mortality, in terms 
of cinematic imagology there are innumerable recent Romanian movies driven by a 
central plot device centered on death and/or the violent consequences leading to an 
act of killing. In this sense they are indicative for the Romanian cinematic psyche, 
as the camera is often used not only to capture life, but to provide the spectators 
an experience of death. Once again, by overviewing Cristi Puiu’s movies we cannot 
avoid observing that such funerary representations are predominant. Ultimately 
Puiu’s mise-en-scènes are theaters of death, where the actors perform a state of mind 
conditioned by the presence of death. This is intrinsic in all three major feature films 
of this remarkable moviemaker – The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu, Aurora and Sieranevada 
are thematically connected through the centrality of death. Represented either as a 
process (Lăzărescu), as a series of acts of violence inducing death (Aurora) or as a ritual 
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absence (Sieranevada), Puiu’s fascination for death and the manifestations of dying 
are making his cinema an ars moriendi, where the protocols of dying are transposed 
into thanatological dimensions of movie-making. As the director acknowledged in 
several interviews, his stories are essentially metaphysical explorations based on his 
personal anxiety about death an dying (interview Adevărul 2016). In these terms, the 
links with Miorița are no longer psycho-cultural, they provides a thought-frame for 
understanding the cinematic ceremony and its imagological functions.

Although the story about the tragical tribulations of Dante Lăzărescu was inspired 
by real events presented by the media, it was also based on Puiu’s near death 
experience and his fear of dying as he contacted Mallory-Weis syndrome and was 
hospitalized for a while (Ciobanu 2017). In his interviews the director often discusses 
his preoccupation (Puiu 2007) for death. Dealing with mortality is always a pathway 
to metaphysical meditation, yet in cinema the presence of death and the mortuary 
nature of representations remains essential. in the case of the Romanian director his 
representations of death is directly linked to the “undulation and death” present in 
the collective psyche of our ethnic group (Dan Botta, quoted by Eliade 1972 234), 
working a trope capable of projecting into the cognitive experience of the viewers a 
state of suspended morbidness.

When watching a film made by Puiu, the movie theater becomes a catacomb of 
cadavers, a where ritualistic displays of mourning are projected. We cannot avoid 
here the imagological connection between Miorița, where the wedding of the dead 
(nunta mortului) is performed in a folk song, and a movie like Sieranevada, where a 
local ritual of the dead is staged on screen. Iin the films of Cristi Puiu the recurrent 
device is transforming a funeral event, the act of dying and the tragedy of death, 
into a natural part of life. This makes these movies ritualistic ceremonies, visual re-
processing of the experience of death. More importantly, these three movies are also 
illustrations for the philosophical implications of “întru”, as a state of metaphysical 
in-between-ess. Put into cinematic representations and embodied by characters like 
Mr. Lăzărescu, Viorel and the dead fatherin Sieranevada the various stages of death 
(the dying, the agent of death, and the absence of the dead) are contextualized both as 
presence and absence. The old pensioner in Puiu’s first feature film, is clearly trapped 
between the worlds, he exists in the space and time of “întru”, simultaneously 
dying and living. This is the case with he killer in Aurora and the deceased parent 
in who is celebrated by his relatives, who are impersonating his presence – both are 
manifestations of the same attitude towards death and the same ontological condition 
of being and non-being. 

Sieranevada, which was easily identified by some film critics as a “dramedy”, is 
relevant for the juxtaposition of morbidity and vitality (which are, as pointed out 
otherwise, the ingredients of the Romanian dark humor). The entire movie is built 
on series of “in-betweens”, from the metaphysical space of the flat where the camera 
lingers in the hallways as if it were a transparent presence of the soul of the dead 
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man, to its storytelling structures always placing the characters in an ambiguous 
developments. 

The emotions of the characters and dramatic affects explored by the director are 
also part of the in-between-ess of this type of cinema. The dis-centered existence of 
the protagonists is projected onto the viewers – either by following a dying man 
never finding his peace or a killer wandering about incapable of having a place of 
his own – by a constant movement of between psychological states. Illustrated by 
Mr. Lăzărescu, who goes up and down, from feeling secure to utter insecurity, from 
having hope and dignity to total humiliation, this “emotional undulation” accentuates 
the melancholia of the viewers.

Cinema as a melancholic machine

When discussing different filmmaking practices, the main conceptual framework 
used in film theory is based on the opposition between mainstream popular cinema 
and the so-called art cinema. Often this dichotomy is following Bordwell and 
Staiger’s differentiations between the “Hollywood mode of production”, generically 
identifiable in classical cinema and its counterpart, broadly called “art cinema”. 
The cinema driven by action is directly opposed to European moviemaking, 
generically described as international art cinema, coalescing all films motivated by 
the exploration of psychological effects (614). Such a narrow division is similar to 
the subjectivity-objectivity dichotomy observed by Deleuze (55), who also attributed 
European cinema traits fundamentally opposing the “American action-image”. Later 
Bordwell (2012) tried to add technical explanations for this opposition between action 
movies and a type of cinema predisposed to explore the metaphysical dimensions 
of existence in terms of stylistic devices. The main arguments to understanding how 
the two different systems work are based on the idea that the use of the long take, 
which allows the psychologically heavy “temps morts”, together with narrative 
ambiguity and the passivity manifested by the behavior of the characters, are typically 
“European” forms of expression. 

While there are many other nuances when it comes to such a simple dialectics 
between modes of production and narration, the formula used by the American post-
theorist and his stylistic and technical separation became normative in film studies. 
Many others, like Gibbs and Pye (2017), continued this interpretive tradition and 
reaffirmed the concept of “oppositional practices” (18), further exploring the divide 
between a cinema motivated by self-reflexion (of modernist descent for Deleuze) and 
the commercial cinema.

My argument here is that we should expand our understanding of cinema as 
a “thought machine” beyond the Deleuzean conclusions, who argued that this 
function is “psychomechanic”, a”spiritual automaton” (262) that is not determined 
by technology (280). For the French philosopher the “techniques of the image” 
are linked to the “metaphysics of the imagination” (58) which puts any technique 
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“at the service of reflection” (187). This is a problematic aspect of cinema, already 
disputed by Kracauer and Arnheim, and it is relevant for our discussion since it 
is linked to the notion of cinematic melancholy. As previously acknowledged by 
Kracauer in his “Introduction” to the Theory of Film, there is a distinct melancholy of 
the photographic camera. The German theorist suggested that this melancholia is an 
inner predisposition (17), an indeterminate property of the medium, in turn related 
to our relationship with reality in the modern society. Contesting this assumption, 
Arnheim noted in his criticism of Kracauer (295), that the form in which cinema is 
reflecting the condition of the modern man, exemplified by the Neorealist movies 
of Antonioni or De Sica, discloses an unshaped melancholic predisposition, which 
he calls “melancholy unshaped” because it is not generated by visual forms. 
Ultimately the question remains if artistic melancholia is induced by the modernist 
nature of cinema, based on capturing an experience that comes from alienation and 
estrangement, which in turn makes the melancholic mind a product of modern 
society recorded by cinema, or melancholia is a mode of cinematic thinking, made 
possible by the photographic technology itself.

In fact the instrinsic understanding of cinema as thinking-machine must be 
completed with its extrinsic dimension, since the technical dimensions of the cinematic 
are not simply bi-products of an internal state of mind. They result from the setting 
of the machines of vision we are using. From its very beginning the photographic 
technologies integrated death as their object, then expanded in the discourses of 
media representations. There are numerous macabre visual practices, from privately 
photographing the dead to the public display of corpses (more in Linkman 2011). In 
the early nineteenth century photography and death became intertwined, as almost 
everybody had a picture of a dead person in their home, either used as a loving 
memory of the deceased or a commemoration of their existence. As argued by Michele 
Aaron (2014) cinema continued to be a site of proliferating the representations of 
death, where visualizing death and dying (3-4), as explicit in the obsessive spectacles 
of death in mainstream cinema (from horror and crime thrillers to productions like the 
“mondo films”) have put the macabre at the core of this new art.

We need to question the simplistic idea that the ontology of cinema is that of 
capturing life and reality, when in fact the staggering examples of representations 
of deaths in movies makes them funeral instruments. As pointed out by Laura 
Mulvey (2006), who also observed the profound relationship between cinema and 
death (2006), in fact stillness is cinema’s best kept secret. While creating the illusion 
of motion, movies are not “moving”, they are only very fast successions of stills, of 
frames that otherwise are “motionless”. This has everything to do with the inherent 
melancholia of the moviemaking machine. Like the other melancholic media 
(photography, stop-motion animation), the melancholic machine of cinema are 
producing “thought-images” similar to the dark state of the soul described Freud in 
“Mourning and Melancholia” (1917). Expanding on his observations that melancholy 
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was a state of mind that inhibits activity, a pathological stage of passivity, we can 
identify a cinema melancholicus, a cinematic mode that based on the refusal of motion 
and not by the presence of homo melancholicus, as a character.

The technical mood of the apparatus functioning as an affect-driven device 
inducing a melancholic state of mind was described as “slow movie” (Jaffe 2014), “slow 
cinema” (de Luca et. al. 2016), a “cinema of stasis (Remes 2015), or “organic cinema” 
(Botz-Bornstein 2017). This mode of expression, which is refusing an accelerated 
time and the fast movement of mass entertainment, provides an aesthetic experience 
that can be best described in contrastive terms with Hollywood productions. At 
the extreme end of slow cinema are the experiments that Justin Remes identifies as 
static filmic experiences, a paradoxical form of “motion pictures without motion” 
(3-4), yet all movies that operate as negative reactions towards the fast paced style 
of commercial film industry qualify. They are exploring silence instead of constant 
noise, slowness instead of excessive dynamism and the overload of action, direct 
answers to the dominant optimistic, noisy and superficial narratives. The definitions 
of slow-cinema as a static visual style, dominated by the long take, with austere mise-
en-scènes and restrained performances of the actors also allowed the confusion with 
the so-called global art-house cinema. Of course, such broad definitions can lead to 
conceptual overlappings, both with Paul Schrader’s concept of “transcendental films” 
(1972) and with Andrew Horton’s “cinema of contemplation” (1999). 

No wonder that the Romanian moviemakers were often identified as representative 
for such practices of “international art cinema”, mostly due to their predisposition 
to use long takes, to avoid fast paced editing and to cultivate a certain narrative 
ambiguity. Jaffe (2014) uses the works of authors like Cristi Puiu and Cristian Mungiu 
to illustrate how the predisposition for another type of time-image, that he describes 
as “wait time” (87), can generate an “aesthetic of slowness”. Suggestively enough, 
many other examples are provided by the movies made by directors from the same 
region, like Béla Tarr’s Werckmeister harmóniák (2000) or Aleksandr Sokurov’s Mother 
and Son (1997). Another immediate connection is between the filmmakers belonging to 
the Eastern Orthodox world, like Andrei Tarkovsky, Theo Angelopoulos and Cristian 
Mungiu, which allowed Andrew Horton (1999) to categorize them as belonging to a 
melancholic and meditative cinematic mood (Horton 191).

For Horton also the contemplative cinema is opposing to fast paced Hollywood 
productions and, as action is substituted by meditation (10) a certain “slowness” in 
editing and rhythm induce a cinematic melancholia. The question, nevertheless, is if 
we can identify these main distinctive features displayed sometimes bt international 
art cinema, or, as argued by Angelopoulos, this is type of cinema machine that 
captures a particular melancholia generated by the tragedies affecting this part of the 
world, which Horton identifies as “un-Hollywood” cinema (Horton 83). For example, 
what Jaffe identifies as the narrative values of slow-motion, an apparent impassive 
behavior like that of the two young women in 4 months ..., is not necessarily a reaction 
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against a cinematic stylistics, but rather a result of the historical context in which the 
movie is taking place. On the other hand, can we attribute the collective passivity of 
the people in communist Romania, with the apparent resignated attitude of an entire 
nation faced with the absurdity of the final years of the Ceaușescu dictature, to a 
fatalistic worldview? Is the behavior of Mr. Lăzărescu a manifestation explainable 
by referring to a national predisposition for accepting humiliation or even as a larger 
expression of a regional mind-frame in which waiting substitutes action (Horton 68)? 

The melancholic long take of the Romanian moviemakers

One solution is to look at the specific affects articulated by cinematic devices, 
without linking them to external, political or social, processes. When asking if the 
Romanian cinema has a “mind of its own” we are not trying to understand how 
moviemakers are using cultural articulations manifested in their representations. 
Instead, as argued in another work, my hypothesis is that there is a Romanian 
cinematic syntax (Pop 2014), shared by several directors. 

Once more, The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu provides ample illustrations for how 
the cinematographic devices (the observational camera, the long shot, or the 
photographic authenticity) have generated the codes that make any movie produced 
by contemporary national film industry recognizable as a “Romanian film”. The most 
important is the long shot, allowing Puiu to construct a reality in which the camera is 
a companion of the solitary old man. This approach to shooting the scenes provides 
an overall atmosphere that is not simply generated by Mr. Lăzărescu’s unavoidable 
tragedy, but also offers a filmic experience that belongs to melancholic cinema. Clearly 
the way in which the camera depicts Mr. Lăzărescu’s petty existence in his shady 
apartment is “realist”, carrying an authenticity provided by the documentarism of 
the shot. Yet this depiction of reality is produced by a deeply melancholic camera, 
presenting the spectator with an unavoidable sensation that what we are seeing is 
not photographic, but funeral. While Bazin linked the photographic camera with its 
ability to induce the sensation of reality, we must observe that in Puiu’s movie the 
predominant metaphysical relationship is with the representation of death not of life. 
For Bazin, when the motion picture camera is used to capture reality continuously, it 
automatically induces an “ontological identity between the object and its photographic 
image” (1972, 98). The notion that there is an “ontogenetic realism”, which generates 
an “aesthetic of reality” achieved through cinematographic devices, together with his 
idea that an “authentic reality” can be achieved as the camera restores reality for the 
viewer, is flawed. Using the movies of Orson Welles as an example, the French critic 
believed that the language of cinema evolves towards increased levels of “reality”. 
Bazin thus introduced the erroneous notion that the refusal of montage and the realist 
shots transmitting “the continuum of reality” (1967 37) were part of a cinematic 
revolution which placed movies “in the service of realism” (38). Coupling the deep 
focus style of photography with the sequence-shots, since he was fascinated by the 
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Italian Neorealists like Visconti, who used them to create masterful spatiotemporal 
continuities, the correlation between the truthfulness cinema and the technical 
creation of the “long durée” are not compulsory.

Bazin’s absolute notion of “plan-séquence”, as the continuous shot uninterrupted 
by any cut (découpage), was based on the presumptive “realistic” nature of the eye of 
the camera. However, as indicated by several metaphysical films, among them Puiu’s 
works, the long take is not simply a cinematic technique, it is a philosophical tool that 
takes the movie into a metaphysical realm. And the slow paced, long take does not 
have to be present in order to generating this affect.

In The Death of Mr. Lăzărescu, after a short opening establishing shot with the 
exterior of the block, the first half of the movie is made of several sequence-shots that 
are not continuous. The events taking place inside a dimly lighted apartment, where 
Dante Lăzărescu feeds his cats and tries to get an ambulance, are never continuous. 
The camera follows the old man as he is talking with the animals only for a couple 
of minutes, then fixates repetitively on his conversations with the emergency phone 
operator. These episodes are then juxtaposed with expanded silences and altogether 
they coalesce into less than 15 minutes of solitude, powerlessness and despair. Seven 
more minutes we spending with the sickly pensioner on the hallway outside his 
apartment, now trying to get help from his neighbors, then thirteen more minutes in 
the development of the story are used until the ambulance arrives. Mioara, the nurse 
in charge of that night’s emergencies takes about seventeen minutes of the filmic 
time to finally decide to take Lăzărescu away. Thus what appears to be a sequence of 
almost an hour, are in fact fragmented minutes (53 minutes into the story) with the 
dying old man never leaving his block of flats, yet constantly moving back and forth. 
The entire scene, which might seem to be long and tedious, is unlike what the French 
critic appreciated in Orson Welles, the masterful continuity in the opening of Touch 
of Evil (1958). As noted by Jaffe, in Puiu’s works and with Mungiu, the duration of 
the shot itself is not typical for the “slow cinema”. Even though editing is never fast 
paced, the logic of the plan-séquence is longer the central. 

Then why did the Romanian directors, starting with Cristi Puiu, decided to chose 
these device, such as the long shot or the mobile camera? Is it a “strategy of hesitation”, 
made possible by the “hesitant camera”, as Strausz labeled the Romanian cinema when 
trying to identify the various cinematographic dimensions of uncertainty? Can the 
hand-held camera techniques be considered expressions of instability, an oscillation 
of the visuality which makes these images manifestations of a “hesitant” historical 
and space-temporal determinacy? The Hungarian film critic is suggesting that the 
dominant modality of contemporary Romanian moviemakers expresses their state 
of vacillation, where the mobile camera embodies the estrangement of modernism. 
Another misreading is the implicit confusion with the “art house tradition” (240).

In fact an obvious result of these techniques is made visible when we compare 
them with the seemingly endless shots developed by Aleksandr Sokurov in Russian 
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Ark (2002) or the manipulation of the long take in Birdman (2014), both where digitally 
edited and enhanced. The purpose of the melancholic cinema is to convey an overall 
atmosphere, and not to explore the capacities of the device. A melancholic long take 
does not need to mechanically efficient, and the evaluation of the temporality of the 
shot is not adding anything to the impact. In stark opposition with the “total realism” 
theories, claiming that somehow the contemporary Romanian cinema is reproducing 
reality, by using the obsolete idea advanced by Bazin, the camera has no ontological 
power to enact reality. The camera is an instrument of metaphysical experience, it is 
never “real”, nor “a document”. The strive for authenticity comes from the director’s 
mind as it is obvious in Cristi Puiu’s works, where subjectivity often assumed in 
order to accentuate a transcendental understanding. 

Like the death of Dante Remus Lăzărescu, which never happens in the movie, the 
purpose is to be in the presence of death, not to show death. And more importantly, 
cinema works with affects that are not time constricted, as the characters we watch on 
screen are or will be dead when we encounter them. When witnessing Ioan Fiscuteanu, 
the actor playing the dying Lăzărescu, we cannot avoid the melancholic realization 
that he died of cancer in 2007, only two years after his character’s ordeal took place. 
The images with him on screen are forever those those of a dead man playing a dying 
man and, just like Dante Lăzărescu who initially protests initially against the abuse of 
the ambulance driver or the attitude of the doctors, then gradually becomes resigned 
and accepts his fate, the sensation of the movie is that of absolute in-between-ess. 
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