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 Abstract:
The official discourse of the communist era displayed an ideological resistance towards representations of corporeality 

with the aim of desexualising the collective imaginary. This was mainly because eroticism was associated with an 
exclusively Western phenomenon and regarded as a symptom of sheer decadence. If this taboo could be relatively 
easily flouted in literature (through the suggestive power of words), in cinema, eroticism could contextually convey a form 
of subversive politicized sexuality. Often by reference to post-war Polish and Czechoslovakian cinema, the Romanian 
cinema of the 1970s attempted to legitimize the representation of eroticism through the rhetoric of emancipation. 
Unfortunately, for the Communist Party, emancipation meant leveling rather than disinhibiting individuals. This paper 
reconstructs from the perspective of the communist propaganda not only the latter’s ideological motivations for prohibiting 
erotic representations, but also its subliminal refusal to accept such representations as relevant cultural and existential 
manifestations for the utilitarian project of socialism. In addition to this, this paper embarks on an analysis of several 
Romanian films of the 1960s-1980s, whose somber and subversive outlook on socialism was predicated, to some 
extent, on a depiction of raw eroticism, understood as an alternative manifestation that could counter the effects of 
socialist “humanism”.

Keywords: Romanian cinema, socialism, eroticism, Nicolae Ceaușescu, propaganda, subversion, Lucian Pintilie, 
Mircea Daneliuc.

“Nothing can be private in communism”, 
Lenin said. This economic principle, which 
was intended to be applied at all the levels of 
social life in communism1, involved, however, 
an obvious dialectical aporia. While nothing 
was supposed to be private in communism, 
this did not mean that anything could be 
made public. Let us take the case of the 
Romanian cinema during the last communist 
years. The cinema was considered a “popular 
art”2 in communist Romania (Șerban 2) 
because it was deemed suitable for providing 
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both entertainment and education to the masses. Its communitarian function was 
boundless. 

Still, despite its status, or perhaps because of it (depending on the perspective 
one adopts), the cinema was called to represent reality according to the ideological 
framework of communist propaganda. To Lenin’s words I would respond that, in fact, 
nothing could be public in communism, since there was no real public space but only 
a simulated public space, in which the offi  cial discourse manipulated social events and 
controlled their sense, legitimizing an empty rhetoric that absorbed and standardized 
intimacy. Therefore, even the most personal aspects of life had to fi nd a place in a pre-
established visual and ideological schema. The Romanian cinema under communism 
was, to a great extent, a propaganda laboratory. 

My paper aims to demonstrate how, in a given context, the visual representation 
of a profoundly private problematic, such as eroticism, should be interpreted in close 
connection with the ideological framework of the period. Functioning as an important 
propaganda laboratory, the Romanian cinema of the communist years used erotic 
images to ideologically manipulate the public. Even in the case of the more subversive 
fi lms, eroticism engaged in a tense dialogue with the propaganda. 

Thus, my view stands in contrast with the opinion expressed by Matt hias Marschik, 
who has analyzed the eroticism of the German Nazi Era. Marschik distinguishes 
between “the fi eld of sexuality genre […] molded into a political-biological corset that 
made love and desire possible only within political boundaries’‘ (496) and “the fi eld 
of eroticism [as] the point where the clear delineation between ‘experienced’ erotica, 
between “real” masculinity and femininity and the ideological dictates of the regime 
dissipated (509).

However, when applied to the Romanian socialist context, such a theoretical 
distinction can be functional only as a philosophical metaphor. Leaving aside the 
ideological framework, understanding eroticism as something more sophisticated 
and complex than sexuality can work for explaining the strategy of existential and 
psychological survival adopted by the people who lived under socialism. The counterfeit 
feminism imposed under Romanian communism through “gender dissimulation” 
(Mihalache 120) managed to discredit female eroticism at the level of the collective 
mind, associating it with deviant behaviour or turning it into a dubious, taboo subject. 

At the level of cinematographic representation, however, the case of the Romanian 
cinema between the 1960s and the 1980s demonstrates that both eroticism and 
sexuality were used for a single purpose: to serve the socialist propaganda. At the 
same time, we should note that unlike East-German communism, for instance, the 
Romanian communist regime was more restrictive and its repressive actions were 
more conspicuous. Under such circumstances, eroticism can be understood as a “grey 
area”3 (Marschik 509), a secure existential medium hovering in between the restrictive 
approaches of the propaganda and private autonomy. Unlike the permissive rather 
than reformist strategies of the other East-European governments that were under 
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direct Soviet infl uence, the Romanian Communist Party undertook a radical approach 
to erotic representations. The contrast is quite obvious. As the historian Josie McLellan 
observes in her article about the East-German erotica from Das Magazin: 

The production of socialist erotica demonstrates how far the regime was prepared to 
go to provide its people with the goods they desired. While claiming that pornography 
was anathema to socialism, the authorities permitt ed the printing of nude photographs 
both for export and for the domestic market. […] This gulf between moral rhetoric and 
economic policy quickly became an open secret (20).

However, such “open-secrets” were quite rare in the Romanian socialist cinema. 
In fact, before 1989 the circulation of erotic magazines was by no means tolerated. 
Smuggling such subversive materials into the country posed major risks. Let me give 
an example that will reveal how dependent the Romanian cinema was on the political 
decisions of the time. As it is well known, the President of the Socialist Republic of 
Romania, Nicolae Ceaușescu, proved to be an engaged spectator and “theorist” of 
the Romanian film propaganda. Financing the film industry was a consistent priority 
throughout the twenty-five years of his term, which may explain why in the early 1980s, 
a whopping 30 films or more were produced in the Romanian cinematography annually. 
At a famous meeting of the Ideological Board of the Romanian Communist Party’s 
Executive Committee in 19684, President Nicolae Ceaușescu pointed out that Romanian 
films were not only commercially unsuccessful but also insufficiently educational in 
the spirit of socialism. Therefore he proposed that tighter ideological control should be 
exerted over film production and financing. Nevertheless, this measure failed to solve 
the economic problem of cinematography, despite the fact that it actually intensified 
political control over the film directors’ production. Capitalizing on this situation, the 
film director Sergiu Nicolaescu – one of the main cinematographers who contributed 
to building the nationalist-communist discourse of the epoch – argued that Romanian 
films could be more successful if they contained erotic scenes. In this sense, he decided 
to depict in the film he was shooting at the time, about a Romanian king, not only the 
character’s historical and political profile, but also his “love life”:

Today, Czechoslovak cinema is amongst the most highly appreciated. The Czechs 
have managed to achieve good sales on the global market. [...] The accurate term 
describing these fi lms, and I’m sorry to have to pronounce it here, is ‘sexy’, i.e. fi lms in 
which sensuality is presented very openly [...] I must make a fi lm of national importance, 
like Michael the Brave [the historical Romanian king]. In any case, I need this man to 
love, to have some feelings. Can Michael the Brave love or not? (cited in Popescu 118-119)

To this provocation, which could allegedly solve the economic problems of the 
Romanian cinema, Nicolae Ceaușescu responded that: 

I am a sensitive person, just like you are, and I would like to tell you what I feel. 
I agree that Michael the Brave actually made love, but we have to see what should 
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be presented, dear comrades. We have to show his love life too, but if this was not a 
dominant aspect in his activity, or if this was something marginal for him, then let’s 
treat it as marginal (cited in Popescu 204). 

Thus, Ceaușescu refused to commodify cinematographic images. He accepted to 
finance only films that served the propaganda purpose, in the absence of any economic 
profit. Consequently, despite the fact that eroticism could have been a tempting solution 
in terms of economic gain, it was considered unacceptable because it could conceal the 
“real” ideological message. The risk of liberalisation was far too high. For the regime, 
such a strategic, albeit not very intelligent restriction had two major stakes: 1. being 
able to control the development of a cinematographic poetics based on eroticism; 2. 
integrating any erotic scene within an ideological scenario. That is why a film like WR: 
Mysteries of the Organism (directed by the Yugoslav Dusan Makavejev, 1971), could not 
have been produced in the Romania of the 1970s. Unfortunately, there was no sexual 
revolution in the Romanian cinema. Only in the Romanian films of the 1990s did we 
witness a sexual de-tabooisation, valorised solely in its grotesque, sordid aspects.

Returning to the cinema from the period of socialism and considering these political 
constraints applied to the fi lms of the 1960s-1980s, let me propose a typological analysis 
of the way in which cinematography approached the theme of eroticism in this context. 

Eroticism as Hard Propaganda

In this fi rst category, we can include fi lms that used eroticism either to emphasise 
what the totalitarian regime considered to be the “deviant” and irrational behaviour 
of the “class enemy” (that is, of the “monstrous bourgeois”), or to disclose the 
shortcomings of the decaying Western society. In both cases, we are dealing what I 
call the “decadent eroticism” that the socialist world would never use or assume, on 
account of its allegedly grotesque, repulsive, or antisocial dimension. 

A relevant example in this sense is the fi lm Râpa Dracului (The Devil’s Hillside, 
directed by Jean Mihail, 1957), a realist-socialist production rejected even by the 
obedient critics of the period. The fi lm tells the story of a working-class girl (the 
daughter of a peasant); three men compete to seduce her: an aggressive wealthy 
divorcée, the chief of a forestry brigade, and a political party secretary. The fi rst one is 
rejected and punished as he comes from a “rott en” social class (bourgeoisie), while the 
two other men fi ght over the girl in a socialist thriller scenario with erotic accents. The 
forester tries to rape the girl – and the camera shows the brutality of the moment – but 
then he obediently relinquishes her to the party secretary. This is the fi rst Romanian 
fi lm that “choreographs sex within the strict framework imposed by the propaganda” 
(Popescu 96). 

To take another example in the fi lm Celebrul 702 (The Famous 702, directed by 
Mihai Iacob, 1962) American society is presented through a relaxed irony, with girls 
wearing swimsuits and showing their legs up to the garters. After the ferocious anti-
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capitalist att itude of the 1950s, at the beginning of the 1960s representations of an 
imaginary American capitalism, envisaged as burlesque and decadent, refl ected the 
synchronization of the propaganda with the slight ideological thaw. Eroticism did not 
appear in this context as a reprehensible human behavior, but rather as a mechanized 
spectacle of partially naked bodies. It belonged solely to the alienated Western world, 
which exploited people’s basic desires, impinging upon their productivity and social 
vigilance. By contrast, in relation to an eroticism that was equated with violence (in the 
socialist realist code), socialist liberalization endorsed the controlled representation of 
a cabaret-like eroticism, which the directorial perspective disavowed. 

Another relevant example of the way in which eroticism was used to depict the 
“harmful” capitalist society is Rătăcire (Wandering, directed by Alexandru Tatos, 1978). 
Ceaușescu’s att empt to delegitimize the Western world in the eyes of the youth found 
a perfect vehicle in this conformist and ridiculous fi lm. A girl from Transylvania 
gets married to a German, but once she arrives in Germany, her illusions related to 
immigration fall apart. Among the numerous “traps” she comes across in the Western 
world there is a lesbian party (with girls that wear Felinian make-ups), which the young 
woman att ends in a state of confusion. The social dysfunction of the capitalist world is 
bluntly suggested through sexual dysfunction, a central propaganda theme in the fi lm. 

If the eroticism of the bourgeoisie and the Western world was always repulsive, 
blamable and sordid, the revolutionary eroticism att ributed to rebellious or autho-
ritarian communist characters had the role of “humanizing” the propaganda. 

In one of the most ideologically entrenched communist fi lms ever made in Romania, 
Puterea și adevărul (The Power and the Truth, directed by Manole Marcus, 1972), one man, 
the local party leader (a character inspired by the ex-communist president, Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej), commits a passion-driven abuse, unprecedented in the Romanian 
cinematography. At a wedding, the communist party comrade kisses the bride in 
an intense and sexualized manner, the woman being actually the wife of one of his 
political subalterns (Popescu 209-10). This fi lm corresponded to a milestone stage of the 
propaganda Ceaușescu imposed in the early 1970s. It att empted to de-legitimize the 
previous regime (of the 1950s)5, disclosing its political abuses, ideological dogmatism 
and moral fl aws. Not coincidentally, in this fi lm, a foremost communist leader suff ered 
from an erotic weakness. The suggestion that such phenomena occurred in the previous 
regime (and not in the political present) aimed to reinforce the righteous, nationalist and 
a-sexualized outlook Ceaușescu imposed during the last two decades he was in offi  ce.

Much more effi  cient in propaganda terms was the character in the fi lm entitled 
– with a false reference to Camus – Străinul (The Stranger, directed by Mihai Iacob, 
1964). A young and brilliant student, with scanty means and radical views, fl irts with 
the daughter of a bourgeois man. She falls in love with him. Conceived as a preamble 
of his later revolutionary activity, the erotic phase facilitates his understanding of the 
rift and incompatibility between the two worlds. After an explicit scene in which he 
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insistently stares at the rear of a servant-maid, the fi lm presents the most daring scene 
in which he kisses the girl in the foreground. The camera follows the outlines of their 
bodies, vaguely suggesting a possible erection. This was a very “daring” erotic scene 
for the socialism of the 1960s, but it was nothing more than an att empt to make the 
“propaganda more marketable” (Popescu 149). 

Eroticism as “Soft” Cinematic Poetry

The Romanian fi lm critic Tudor Caranfi l contends that showing erotic images 
in the socialist cinema was not necessarily a matt er of courage, but of talent. This 
idea is based on the fact that poetic imagination was the only ideologically accepted 
framework for the manifestation of eroticism in the 1970s and 1980s. As long as things 
could not take place in reality, but only in a suspended, poetic dimension, a certain 
ideological tolerance was applied. Therefore, eroticism still remained anchored in the 
propaganda framework. 

Emblematic in this sense is a mediocre fi lm, Răutăciosul adolescent (The Hateful 
Teenager, directed by Gheorghe Vitanidis, 1969). The impossible love story between 
a famous doctor and a superb nurse, developed in a lyrical and theatrical way, is 
told to an insistent young man who wants to know more details about this contorted 
relationship. The narrative is tedious, rather ineff ective, with a voice-over that 
pathetically recites sentimental poems by the Romanian poet Nichita Stănescu. In the 
pseudo-romantic atmosphere of a socialist hotel, the nude of the actress Irina Petrescu 
(perhaps the most beautiful actress of the time) is contemplated rather than involved 
in an erotic situation. This kind of intimate but strident evasions did not represent 
a viable alternative to the propaganda, but only confi rmed the regime’s controlled 
opening towards an apolitical form of art. 

Much more balanced from a compositional point of view is Septembrie (September, 
directed by Timotei Ursu, 1978). The fi lm tells the story of a student, suspected of being 
a pett y thief, who plans to go to the seaside for the weekend. He has stolen a motorbike, 
and then convinced a girl to join him; apparently, nothing could stop them. Filmed in a 
realist manner, with oneiric insertions, September is a road movie with an erotic climax 
and a tragic ending. The young couple wanders naked on the beach, make love to each 
other while admiring the sea, but they end up in a stupid road accident. Featuring a 
character that is independent, protean and devoid of political aspirations, September 
made the transition from a poetic eroticism to a quasi-realist one, whose spontaneity 
att racted the aversion of the communist power. 

Eroticism as Subversive Discourse

The fi lms discussed above have only a documentary value, as they lack substantial 
aesthetic impact. However, the truly valuable fi lms of the period are those that tried to 
integrate the erotic discourse in an alternative outlook on human individuals in relation 
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to the propaganda. Unlike Czechoslovakian, Hungarian or Polish fi lms, the Romanian 
cinematography of those communist decades lacked that relevance stemming from a 
“delicate balance between dissent and partial, reluctant approval of socialist ideals” 
(Biró 161). Without many true socialists, but also without numerous dissidents, the 
Romanian cinematography of the communist period was dominated by a duplicitous 
opportunism, to which a few cases of annihilated subversion might be added. 

It is important to mention that, in my view, subversion is not the same thing as 
dissidence. Dissidence implies an outspoken civic and political att itude that most often 
entails territorial expulsion (and such cases were very rare in Romania).6 On the other 
hand, not all subversive fi lms are relevant outside the context of their production. 
There are, however, a few outstanding exceptions, including Lucian Pintilie’s famous 
fi lm Reconstituirea (The Reenactment, 1968) and Probă de microfon (Microphone Test, 1980), 
directed by Mircea Daneliuc. While not presenting blatantly erotic images, the two 
productions are important for their quotidian aesthetics. At last, in these fi lms, the 
protagonists’ corporeality becomes part of an alternative representation to the patt ern 
endorsed by the propaganda. Other kinds of people undress in these two fi lms.

For example, Reconstituirea (The Reenactment, 1968) is a subversive but tragic 
caricature of socialist life in Romania. In the fi lm, a strange young woman, dressed in a 
swimsuit, crosses the scenes staring around and laughing voluptuously. Her presence 
is not motivated by the plot but has only a symbolic role. She is a corporeal presence, 
not a mere character in the narrative. Moreover, she is an eroticized body with no 
sensual assets. Apparently, she feels drawn to one of the protagonists, but when he 
tries to kiss her, she behaves strangely, as if she were the victim of a rape att empt. 
This free female character, who disappears relatively quietly from the story, acts as 
an indicator of that world’s rigidity, a rigidity she can neither contain, nor cancel out.

In addition to this, the female protagonist of Un fi lm cu o fată fermecătoare (A Film 
with a Charming Girl, directed by Lucian Bratu, 1967) never appears naked, but she 
solitarily boasts her femininity: “I have too much charm”. Her libertarian Bovarism 
remains equally diffi  cult to handle by the propaganda service. On the other hand, 
the title itself poses some problems: A Film with a Charming Girl instead of simply A 
Charming Girl (Popescu 166). This highlights a certain self-awareness that this was 
another type of cinema/existence than that promoted by the propaganda. Like The 
Reenactment, this fi lm was banned immediately after its premiere. 

The most realistic and uncompromising approach to eroticism in Romania belonged 
to Mircea Danieliuc. His excellent fi lm Probă de microfon (Microphone Test, 1980) depicts 
the uninhibited life style adopted by people at the margins of the socialist system, 
without escaping its grasp. The fi lm presents the story of a nonconformist couple but it 
actually speaks about normality, ordinary existence, and the right to intimacy. Nelu, a 
TV cameraman, is faced with a choice between two feminine types. One is his colleague, 
an att ractive, temperate, but rigid woman, as it becomes clear after they spontaneously 
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have sex. The other, whom he prefers, is Ana (Tora Vasilescu), an outspoken, candid 
character, who has, alas, a bad reputation and fi nancial problems. Their erotic 
encounters take place in various locations, but they are very often interrupted by 
diff erent people: her brother, who is mentally ill, or his parents, with whom he shares 
his apartment. This self-censorship, cropping up during the most intimate moments, 
can be read as a parody of the socialist conception of sexual life. Daneliuc’s shot 
focuses on a wide frame of the two lovers sleeping nude. In a subsequent frame, Nelu’s 
mother complains to a woman who is here to rent the spare room in the apartment: 
“I’m struggling to make sure his nutrition is as complete as possible, and he brings 
here some no good that consumes all his phosphorus”. Using dialectical montage, 
Daneliuc makes a harsh comment on the idea that in “highly developed” socialism, 
sex is nothing but a form of extenuating the body. He intelligently criticizes the politics 
of rationing the body’s energy, a body that is meant for “production or reproduction, 
not pleasure” (Port 409). 

Conclusions

Technically speaking, socialist eroticism represents an “impossible aesthetics”. 
In principle, censorship acted rather subtly, either by withdrawing uncomfortable 
fi lms after only a few screenings or by lett ing them run in marginal cinemas from the 
province. Obedient directors were favoured by the regime and their fi lms, as seen 
above, served either the nationalist epic or that of the expanding proletariat. Starting 
from the late 1960s, the Party encouraged the Romanian directors to cultivate a realism 
anchored in the socialist reality, a trend that led to the production of several subversive 
fi lms. In the early 1980s, directors like Daneliuc, Alexandru Tatos, Stere Gulea and 
Dan Pița, looking up to Lucian Pintilie as the dissenter by defi nition, strove to forge an 
artistic alternative to the standards imposed by the propaganda, including by taking 
offi  cial positions. Unfortunately, this reform movement was quashed by the radical 
Theses Ceaușescu issued at Mangalia in 1983: “We need a cinema that can show the 
essence, the model of the human that we want to build.”7 Consequently, up until 1989, 
a new period of ideological frost seized the Romanian cinema. Corporeality, nudity, 
sexuality and eroticism were – as President Ceaușescu himself said – only “marginal” 
in the socialist society. They could be shown only if they served the communist cause. 
Aside from this, eroticism could sometimes be tolerated or censored. In any case, the 
subversive dimension of eroticism appeared only when an alternative representational 
framework gained shape. The development of such fi lms in the Romanian cinema 
during the communist years – that is, in an age that regarded eroticism with suspicion 
– was the equivalent of a symbolic conquest of the public sphere, as well as of a discreet 
conservation of the private space. 
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Notes:
1 Although I am totally aware of the diff erences between the terms communism and socialism, 

I am not preoccupied here to make a political analysis that would diff erentiate the two 
concepts. Therefore, they are used interchangeably. Moreover, we should note that, during 
the period in discussion, Romania was called socialist, while the ruling party was communist. 

2 Alex Leo Șerban considers that most of the Romanian cinema from the communist period was 
subordinated to ideological propaganda through two easily manipulable ideological genres: 
historical fi lms and literary adaptations: “Turning something safe, namely classic Romanian 
novels, into something even safer, namely fi lms based on such novels, was really the law 
before 1989 – and so was history. Historical movies were an even safer bet when it came to 
manipulating audiences: everything was being controlled, so making cosmetic alterations to 
history to make it say what one liked was easy” (Șerban 2). The conception about popular 
art was predicated on the notion that through the cinema, the ideological education of the 
people could be accomplished in a more effi  cient/direct manner than through literature and 
history.

3 Marschik believes that in the Nazi Era “the grey areas between the fl exible and the 
insurmountable issues were defi ned in precisely the state-free sphere that also allowed for 
the erotic”.

4 The cited excerpts from this famous meeting are taken from Cristian T. Popescu’s Filmul surd 
în România mută [The Deaf Film in a Silent Romania], based on a doctoral thesis defended at the 
National University of Theatre and Cinematography, Bucharest. The author transcribed the 
stenographs of the meeting of Ideological Commission of the Romanian Communist Party 
from 1968 (May, 23). 

5 In the 1970s - 80s, the Romanian writer Marin Preda launched the expression the ”obsessive 
decade”, which referred to the Stalinism of the 1950s, when under the leadership of Gheorghe 
Gheorghiu-Dej, the newly and abusively instituted political power imposed a period of 
utmost social and cultural repression. A fi ctional approach to the dramatic realities of the 
1950s became possible only after 1965, when the communist regime led by Nicolae Ceauşescu 
sanctioned a critical stance on the fi rst stage of communism. The novel was the prevalent 
literary genre of the obsessive decade. The aesthetic characteristics of this approach were: a 
moralising intent, allusive language, the exposure of the atrocities committ ed by the Stalinist 
regime (e.g. forced collectivisation, the re-education of the intellectuals in the Gulag), an 
emphatically psychological character, and sophisticated ethical debates. For some writers/
directors, the theme of the obsessive decade constituted a metonymic, allusive manner of 
condemning even Ceauşescu’s dictatorship. This was not, however, the case of the fi lm 
Puterea și adevărul [The Power and the Truth], which offi  cialised this aesthetic formula within 
the framework set by the propaganda.

6 The singular case of the Romanian writer Paul Goma is well known, while directors such as 
Lucian Pintilie and Dan Pița embarked on the path of exile. 

7 The Mangalia Theses referred to the speech Ceaușescu delivered in this city from South-
Eastern Romania (by the Black Sea) in the summer of 1983. Moreover, twelve years before, 
in July 1971, Ceaușescu had issued the so-called July Theses in Bucharest. These two offi  cial 
speeches of the communist president led to crucial restrictions being imposed on the cinema, 
literature, and art in general. Andrei Ujică’s documentary, Autobiografi a lui Nicolae Ceaușescu 
[The Autobiography of Nicolae Ceaușescu, 2010], containing archival images of the dictator, 
includes excerpts from both of these speeches.
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