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Abstract: Th is article explores the relationship between artists and the commu-
nist political power through a case study of the way in which Uniunea Artiştilor 
Plastici (Romanian Artists’ Union) functioned from 1965 to 1975. Based on the 
research at the Romanian Artists’ Union’s archive (Central Historical National 
Archives, Bucharest), this article seeks to map out the twisted and ambiguous 
relationship that developed between artists and the Ceauşescu regime, during a 
period of increased ideological pollution and scarcity of resources. 
Several issues will be addressed in this article. Firstly, it will look at artists’ 
reaction to the regime’s early attempts to win them over and to consolidate its 
power by using a mixture of captatio benevolentiae, persuasion and coercion 
techniques. More precisely, the article will look at how artists received and 
responded to the overt use of nationalist discourse in the fi eld of fi ne arts, the 
augmentation of acquisition funds and the diversifi cation of institutions in-
volved in this process immediately after 1965. Secondly, this essay will explore 
the actual tools and mechanisms used by the Ceauşescu leadership to mold art 
production in line with the State’s cultural policy. More precisely, starting in 
the 1970s, the stricter ideological control and the cuts in funding led to deep 
transformations inside the Union. Th is line of investigation will analyze the 
new policy for exhibition, the requirements and making of thematic exhibi-
tions, distribution of funds or of other advantages (loans, personal exhibitions, 
trips abroad, etc), which contributed to a polarization of the Union’s members 
and to an increased competition for limited resources. Th irdly, the article will 
look into the transformation of the Union’s leadership into an elitist body that 
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started to monopolize resources and distribution of “privileges”, a practice that 
ultimately led to vocal protests from rank and fi le members of the Union.

Keywords: artists, political power, Uniunea Artiştilor Plastici (Romanian Art-
ists’ Union), Union leadership

Th e relationship between the Romanian political leadership and the artist 
community during the fi rst decade of the Ceauşescu Era was an alternation 
between mild and tense periods. It was a decade in which the relationship was 
still negotiated, and roles re-assigned before the standstill of the eighties. It 
roughly evolved from a captatio benevolentiae period the part of the political 
leadership (1965-1968) to stricter control (1968-1971) and, fi nally, direct 
and abrupt intervention to reverse a much too loose “liberalisation” of the 
cultural policy (1971-1975). Th is article explores the evolution, trends and 
shifts of this relationship by focusing on the case of the Romanian Artists’ 
Union (Uniunea Artiştilor Plastici), the main professional organisation of the 
fi ne art creators in communist Romania. It mainly highlights artists’ response 
to the new leadership, their initial enthusiasm towards, and embracing the 
nationalist doctrine   promoted by Ceauşescu, and their reactions to the shifts 
in cultural policy at the beginning of the seventies. It does that by focusing 
on the artists’ response as a group rather than analysing individual reactions 
and positions. In this sense, the study draws heavily on the archives of the 
Romanian Artists’ Union and attempts to map out the relationship between 
the Union and the political leadership, as well as the relationships established 
within the Union itself.  As a consequence, the article also pinpoints the main 
mechanisms developed in order to cope with the changes and the increasingly 
dwindling resources allotted by the State to the fi eld of fi ne arts. 

Th ere has been much discussion on the role played by intellectuals in 
communist Romania and on the reasons behind their collaboration with the 
Ceauşescu regime. A fi rst possible explanation is the traditionally close rela-
tionship between political power and intellectuals in Romania, and indeed 
in Central and Eastern Europe. In a part of Europe where the 19th century 
state building process was, in many ways, chiefl y an intellectual construct, the 
proximity and inter-changing roles of intellectuals and politicians were quite 
widespread phenomena.1 On many occasions, intellectuals played prominent 
roles in politics, or at least occupied positions very close to those in power, by 
assuming the roles of offi  cial or unoffi  cial advisers.2  In the interwar period 

1 R. W. SETON-WATSON, Th e Historians as a Political Force in Central Europe, An Inau-
gural Lecture delivered on 2 November 1922, Th e School of Slavonic Studies in the University 
of London, King’s College, Eyre and Spottiswoode, Limited, 1922.

2 Katherine VERDERY, National Ideology Under Socialism, Identity and Cultural Politics in 
Ceauşescu’s Romania, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991.
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in particular, they engaged in vivid debates on traditionalism and modern-
ism, echoing and supporting diff erent political orientations.3 Th is proximity 
to political power made Romanian intellectuals more inclined to enter into 
dialogue with political power than their Western counterparts, and accept 
its inherently dark side. Th e resulting profi le of the Romanian intellectual 
was not very fl attering and was mainly based on its negative aspects, such as 
the intellectuals’ support for political power, submissiveness and compromis-
ing nature. Whilst Western intellectuals were often portrayed as critics of the 
societies they lived in, their Eastern colleagues – Romanians included – were 
seen as passive proponents of those in power, something for which they were 
usually rewarded. A second set of explanations ranges from the “traditional 
passivity, typical of peasant societies” to “a sense of mystic existentialism and 
political inactivity”,4 whilst more sophisticated explanations draw on the Or-
thodox religion with “its traditional deference toward political authority and 
[…] the church ritual calling for externalisation rather than internalisation of 
values”.5 Finally, there is “the tradition of dissimulation” that is “connected 
with both church ritual and the left-over imprints of an Oriental mental-
ity not unknown for its ability to corrupt intellectuals by off ering access to 
some of the material privileges enjoyed by the powers that be”.6 For all these 
reasons, Romanian intellectuals were generally rather passive or supportive 
towards political power, rarely challenging the status-quo and more willingly 
to fi nd ways of adapting and compromising. 

 Th e Romanian Artists’ Union: An Ideological Organisation or a Professional 
Trade Union? 

Th e Romanian Artists’ Union (Uniunea Artiştilor Plastici, UAP) was es-
tablished in 1950. As many other institutions of that time, it was an import, 

3 Irina CULIC, “Th e Strategies of Intellectuals: Romania under Communist Rule in Com-
parative Perspective”, in András BOZÓKI (ed.), Intellectuals and Politics in Central Europe, 
Budapest: Central European University Press, 1999. See also Andrei MARGA, “Cultural and 
Political Trends in Romania Before and After 1989”, East European Politics and Societies, vol. 
7, No. 1, Winter 1993, pp. 14-32 and Alina MUNGIU-PIPPIDI, “Romanian Political Intel-
lectuals before and after the Revolution”, in András BOZÓKI (ed.), Intellectuals and Politics in 
Central Europe, Budapest: Central European University Press, 1999.

4 Michael SHAFIR, Political Culture, Intellectual Dissent and Intellectual Consent. Th e Case 
of Romania, Jerusalem : Th e Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Th e Soviet and East European 
Research Centre, 1978, p. 27; Dennis DELETANT, “Literature and Society in Romania since 
1948”, in Geoff rey A. HOSKING and George F. CUSHING (eds.), Perspectives on Literature 
and Society in Eastern and Western Europe, London Macmillan Press, 1989, p. 123; Doina and 
Nicolae HARSANYI, “Romania: Democracy and the Intellectuals”, East European Quarterly, 
XXVII, No.2, June 1993.

5 Michael SHAFIR, op. cit., p. 27.
6 Ibidem.



 

98 Alice Mocănescu

its structure and purpose being modelled on pre-existing institutions in the 
Soviet Union. Although the UAP was offi  cially declared “a new and superior 
organisational form for achieving unity of conception and method among 
the artists of all generations and nationalities”,7 its regulation and constraint 
role became rapidly apparent. A comparison of the Statute of the UAP before 
the period we examine (i.e. before 1965, the year Nicolae Ceauşescu came to 
power) and the Statute drawn up in the aftermath of the UAP National Con-
ference in 1968 off ers an interesting insight into the changes that took place 
in the intervening years. For instance, in its pre-1965 version, the role of the 
Union is defi ned as follows: 

Th e UAP promotes that art which contributes, through the ideas embedded in 
it and through its high artistic value, to the struggle of our people towards the 
construction of socialism, peace and social progress in the world. 
Th e UAP promotes socialist realism as a method of artistic creation, the em-
ployment and development of the best traditions of Romanian art as well 
as the realist and progressive traditions of the universal, classical and con-
temporary art. It supports multilateral manifestations of the artists’ creative 
initiative, as well as the development of artistic individualities such as diff erent 
styles and artistic techniques.8

Although the post-1968 Statute mentions roughly the same points, there are 
some signifi cant diff erences in the way they are inserted in the text as well as a 
few omissions. For example, there is no mention of the word “art” (or any related 
term) in the opening sentence of the fi rst article of the Statute. Instead, we are 
told of the military-like role assigned to the Union, which is called on to “partici-
pate in the struggle of our entire people for the construction of a multilaterally 
developed socialist society”.9 Th e army-like structure of the UAP is reinforced 
in the following sentence with the words “…through the artistic creation of its 
members, [the UAP] militates for the putting into practice the Party’s and the 
State’s cultural policy by the integration of Romanian contemporary art into the 
process of developing our system, by the creation of the new man”.10 Two ideas 
are worth noting here: fi rstly, the openly declared militant nature of art produc-
tion at the time; and secondly, the role assigned to the UAP as an institution that 
simply and obediently implements the cultural policy established by State and 
Party. Th e second part of the paragraph reads:

7 “Les Arts Plastiques dans la Republique Populaire Roumaine, Bucureşti, E.S.P.L.A., 
1961”, 5-7, cited in Magda CÂRNECI, Artele plastice în Romania 1945-1989, Bucureşti: Meri-
diane, 2000, p. 20.

8 Arhivele Naționale Istorice Centrale, Bucureşti, ANIC (Central Historical National Ar-
chives, Bucharest), Fund Uniunea Artiştilor Plastici, UAP (Th e Romanian Artists’ Union), File 
110/1970, f. 7. 

9 Ibidem, p. 17.
10 Ibidem.
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Th e UAP promotes an art based on the principles of socialist humanism, 
linked indestructibly with the life and aspirations of the Romanian people, 
with the accomplishments of the contemporary epoch, an art which stimu-
lates the organic connection between the vibrant kernel of our cultural tradi-
tion and innovative spirit, which contributes to the development of talent and 
the affi  rmation of values.11

In addition to the replacement of the notion of socialist realism with that 
of socialist humanism (this change was in fact part of the general process 
of dissociation from the previous regime and the strict method of socialist 
realism it promoted), there is also a lack of any reference to Western art as a 
source of inspiration. Emphasis is instead placed on the promotion of an art 
inspired by contemporary realities and achievements. Th e more sophisticated 
construction through which traditional culture is brought into the foreground 
(“... the organic connection between the vibrant kernel of our cultural tradi-
tion...”) indicates a greater emphasis on the promotion of folk culture. Finally, 
in the second version of the UAP Statute, terms such as “artist”, “individual-
ity” or “creative initiative” make no appearance at all.

From the quotations above, the Union is assigned the clear role of an insti-
tution whose aim was the “ideological and aesthetic development of the issues 
of culture and art”.12 Equally clear is the emphasis placed on supporting fur-
ther development of Romanian tradition and bridging the gap created during 
the internationalist, Soviet-oriented period. Th is fi nal point was stated clearly 
by speakers at the Th ird National Conference of the UAP in 1968:

Th e fundamental purpose of our Union is to assure the continuation and con-
solidation of the Romanian art school, and its main task is to provide moral 
and material support to all creative energies.13

After the introduction of the July Th eses in 1971, the UAP’s Statute was 
revised once again. Curiously enough, the internal debates that took place 
ahead of the newly revised Statute were focused on reinforcing the creative 
role of the Union. Th is preoccupation of the Union’s leadership is all the 
more bizarre as it comes after the launch of the Th eses and after their offi  cial 
adoption.14 During the period of relative liberalisation and calm relationships 
with the Party leadership, artists presumably had not felt the need to have 

11 Ibid.
12 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 14/1968, f. 16; Th e Th ird National Conference of the UAP, 17-19 

April 1968.
13 Ibidem, 224.
14 In the immediate aftermath of the introduction of the July Th eses, the Union’s leadership 

wrote a docile letter to Ceauşescu in which they expressed their ‘total support for the measures 
proposed in order to strengthen the spirit of the party and revolutionary commitment in politi-
cal, ideological and educational activity’ and developed a medium term exhibition program n 
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their creative independence stated in their Statute. Once that was attacked 
in such a brutal manner by the Ceauşescu leadership, however, they rushed 
to have it put down in written form. Needless to say, their formulations did 
not appear in the fi nal document. It is telling, nonetheless, that they tried 
to stress their role as the only existing body of specialists, in the vain hope 
that a written Statute would defend their rights, role and status against the 
role newly assigned to them. At a meeting of the Executive Bureau, a few 
months after the introduction of the July Th eses, the artists debated their role 
within the new political context. Patriciu Mateescu, the secretary of the UAP, 
proposed to have a statement written in the Statute that the Union was “the 
only existing body of specialists and that it is responsible for its activity”.15 
Th e president of the Union, Brăduţ Covaliu, said that “the Statute is made 
by artists and for artists, and the leadership of the Union is responsible for its 
decisions towards the Union’s members”.16 Anatol Mîndrescu, vice-president 
of the Union, wanted to reduce the intrusion of ideological factors by stress-
ing that “creation is the main factor” within the Union, that greater emphasis 
should be placed on creation as the most important activity of the Union’s 
members.17 Mîndrescu also wanted the relationship between the UAP and 
other cultural institutions be renegotiated such that the Union would become 
more active, would contribute to “the further development of the cultural 
policy of our country”.18 

Th e Benefi ciaries – the people’s voice

A particularly important issue for the daily life of Union members was the 
relationship with those who commissioned their art production. Th e artists 
employed the word “benefi ciary/ies” to designate those who commissioned 
and bought their art works. As far as we can tell from the archive material 
investigated, during internal debates, Romanian artists never used the term 
that had gained currency in the USSR: “patron/s”. Th e word did not ap-
pear in the written media either. We consider this linguistic demarcation very 
important for at least two reasons. Firstly – because the same term was used 
to designate “the people” as the main benefi ciary of those works of art – the 
use of “benefi ciary/ies” instead of “patron/s” implied a diminution of the role 
played by commissioners. Indeed, commissioners would hide behind the 

line with the new ideological requirements., ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1971, f. 32; Minutes of 
the Meeting of the Operative Leadership of the Romanian Artists’ Union, 22 July 1971.

15 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 19/1971-1972, f. 81; Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive 
Bureau, 25 April 1972.

16 Ibidem.
17 Ibidem.
18 Ibidem.
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faceless “working masses” in order to reinforce the idea that the criteria used 
in the purchasing process were “designed” by the masses themselves. During 
the UAP internal meeting on 21 August 1970, at which the program for the 
anniversary exhibition entitled “50 Years from the Foundation of the PCR” 
was discussed, Anastase Anastasiu, the representative of the State Committee 
for Culture and Art, said:

Th e State Committee for Culture and Art is the supporter of bold ideas, but 
our people should understand what artists think, [the people should] under-
stand their [artists’] love and devotion towards the Party.19

Secondly, unlike the situation in the Soviet Union, where the use of the “pa-
tron-client” relationship to describe the link between commissioners and artists 
implied a more personal connection, the choice of words in Romania suggests a 
colder, more impersonal relationship. Th is does not mean that the phenomenon 
described as patronage by scholars investigating that relationship in the Soviet 
cultural world did not exist in Romania.20 As in every society where resources are 
scarce, a patron-client system also developed in Romania – in fact, it was almost 
impossible to survive outside it, and it required individual skills, connections, 
and an easy acceptance of compromise in order to to carve out a position within 
the system. What we are suggesting, however, is that the Party used this termi-
nological ambiguity in order to justify its demands: to condemn – on behalf of 
the people – artists who did not produce ideologically correct works of art and 
to provide a more solid justifi cation for its actions. For example, at the 1978 Na-
tional Conference of the UAP, Nicolae Ceauşescu used this link to demand that 
more works of art adhere to the correct ideological line:

I do not want anyone to understand that we want to limit somehow the liberty 
of creation. Each of you is free to create whatever he or she likes. But, as I have 
said before, and I wish to repeat that here clearly, we have certain requirements 
as far as the thematic content and the artistic quality are concerned. Being, in 
the name of the people, the benefi ciaries of these works of art, we demand that 
these meet as closely as possible the criteria I have referred to.21

19 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1968-1971, f. 71; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Paint-
ing Section, 21 August 1970. 

20 John P. WILLERTON, Patronage and Politics in the USSR, Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1992. For a description of patron-client relationship in the cultural world see 
the classic study by Sheila FITZPATRICK, “Intelligentsia and Power, Client-Patron Relations 
in Stalin’s Russia”, in Manfred HILDERMEIER and Elisabeth MÜLLER-LUCKNER (eds.), 
Stalinism before the Second World War, New Avenues of Research, München: R. Oldenbourg Ver-
lag, 1998 as well as Everyday Stalinism, Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 
1930s, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp. 95-114.

21 Nicolae CEAUŞESCU, Cuvîntare la Conferinţa naţională a Uniunii Artiştilor Plastici, 22 
June 1978, Bucureşti: Ed. Politică, 1978, p. 5.
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But behind this mixed declaration was the Party that controlled all art pro-
duction. Th e main mechanism of control was the allocation of funds for the 
production of works in accordance with Party requirements. Th is material mo-
nopoly held by the Party, as well as the ideological demands it imposed on the 
artists, made for a very tense relationship between Party and artists.22 Th e Party 
exercised its monopoly through a limited number of institutions that commis-
sioned, supervised and purchased only those works of art that conformed to the 
offi  cially accepted aesthetic model. At the very beginning, only the Ministry of 
Culture, through the Comitetul de Stat pentru Cultură şi Artă (CSCA)/Th e State 
Committee for Culture and Art, was in charge of commissioning art works. After 
an increase in funding for acquisition following the 1968 Artists’ National Con-
ference, however, three more organisations received funds and the right to act 
as commissioners. Th ese were the Uniunea Generală a Sindicatelor din România 
(UGSR)/Th e National Trade Union, Uniunea Tineretului Comunist (UTC)/Th e 
Communist Youth Union and Gospodăria de Partid (GP).23 

Th e archival materials suggest that the issue that impinged most on the 
relationship between the Union and benefi ciaries was the unfair allocation of 
commissions. At internal UAP meetings, rank and fi le members of the Union 
began to raise their voices against the establishment of preferential networks 
of artists, who received commissions on a nearly constant basis, while others 
had to write individual applications for projects to be assigned to them.24 For 
example, during a meeting of the Painting Section, Marius Cilievici, an artist 
who at the time was a member of the Monumental Art Commission and in 
charge of acquisitions, said:

Th e benefi ciaries are omnipotent; they decide who they want for certain commis-
sions. Some artists receive up to fi ve contracts for monumental art per year. It is 
not possible for one artist to work on three commissioned works: he is probably 
working with “little negroes”, whom he pays very little; these works should have 
been allocated to artists equally able to do them and who have no assignments.25 

22 Th e internal private market was very small. In 1967, for example, only 47 works were 
sold to private customers. ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1968, f. 13; Minutes of the Plenary Meet-
ing of the Painting Section, 25 June 1968.

23 Gospodăria de Partid was the body that dealt with the offi  cial and anniversary activities 
of the Romanian Communist Party. It commissioned art works for various Party headquarters, 
special political events and anniversaries, important events abroad. It also ran a chain of shops 
with limited public access which sold commodities otherwise diffi  cult to acquire on the market.

24 For example, File 24/1968-1971 contains hundreds of applications for commissions of 
monumental art. All are very stereotypical and mention the fact that the applicant had not had 
a work commissioned in months: “Şerban Iepure, painter, member of the UAP, kindly requests 
a work of monumental art to be assigned to him as, this year he did not have any work com-
missioned.” (28 August 1970), ANIC, Fund UAP, File 24/1968-1971, f. 29.

25 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1968, f. 50; Minutes of the Painting Section’s Bureau 
Meeting, 13 October 1969. 
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One additional factor that aff ected the relationship between the UAP and 
the benefi ciaries was the well-known suffi  ciency of ideological activists, who 
refused any form of advice on matters they were clearly not trained to deal 
with. Th e Union’s leadership tried to impose groups of two or three special-
ists who were to act as advisers for the activists in charge of acquisitions. Th e 
solution did not provide the desired results, as the specialists’ suggestions were 
usually ignored:

You should know that the leadership of our Union has thought this through 
and decided to create advice-giving groups of specialists for each benefi ciary 
(…) to support them in the undertaking of buying your works. We established 
these groups (…) but they did not work at all, because the benefi ciaries would 
not accept any form of advice: they bought only what they liked or was con-
venient to them.26 

At another Union meeting, the almost “dictatorial” practices the benefi -
ciaries employed are described. Not only were the activists within the com-
missioning bodies totally unqualifi ed to judge the value of a work of art, but 
the Union’s leadership itself seemed inclined to be resigned in the face of that 
reality and to advise other members of the Union to do the same. An illustra-
tion of the leadership’s acquiescence regarding the personal acquisition criteria 
of the benefi ciaries is the fi nal section of a very telling dialogue between the 
artist Nicogosian and the president of the UAP, Brăduţ Covaliu:

Comrade Brăduţ Covaliu: Th e problem is that the works proposed for acquisi-
tion [by the Commission for Acquisition] are held at the headquarters of the 
UGSR and then Comrade Dănălache [the person responsible for acquisitions 
on behalf of the UGSR] comes and says: “I like this one, I don’t like that one…”
Comrade Nicogosian: “But Comrade Dănălache is no good at all at this! 
What else can we expect of him?” 
Comrade Brăduţ Covaliu: Comrade Nicogosian, we have only one choice: to 
produce works that can convince the UGSR. If we don’t feel comfortable with 
this, we should stop complaining.27 

Th e situation described above is strikingly similar to that existing in the Soviet 
Writers’ Union: “Some Union leaders completely ceased to do any work themselves, 
but instead put their names on the product executed by hired personnel, whose wages 
they set themselves, keeping it to an absolute minimum…. the whole atmosphere in 
the Union was more appropriate to a capitalist rather than socialist society, as leaders 
of the Union were often called ‘bosses’, whereas the artists they hired were referred to 
as ‘negroes’”. Vera TOLZ, “«Cultural Bosses» as Patrons and Clients: the Functioning 
of the Soviet Creative Unions in the Postwar Period”, Contemporary European History, 
vol. 2, No. 1, 2002, p. 101. 

26 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 9/1970, f. 90; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Painting Sec-
tion, 8 July 1970, f. 90.

27 Ibidem, p. 34; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Painting Section, 8 June 1970.
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Additional misunderstandings and tensions between benefi ciaries and art-
ists were produced by the strict, often strange evaluation criteria stipulated by 
the norms of acquisition which were used by activists to ascribe value to works 
of art. Art critic Mircea Popescu described the mania of establishing hierar-
chies according to resolute and outdated criteria, of dividing art into major 
and minor genres and assessing a work of art according to such elements only:

...the UAP maintains the idea of major and minor arts, keeps some hierarchies 
and some criteria against which artists elsewhere revolt (...) it has this concep-
tion which should possibly be brought into discussion...28 

Once a selection had been made, the system of assigning a monetary value 
to a work of art had more to do with size, dimensions and the quantity/quality 
of the raw material used than any intrinsic, artistic qualities of the piece. Th e 
vice-president of the Union, art critic Ion Frunzetti, spoke out against these 
criteria, which were both peculiar and outdated, and allowed valuable exhibits 
to be ignored:

Th e acquisition price system is twenty years old. It was established using en-
tirely arbitrary criteria; a very valuable sculpture that is only 75 centimetres 
long will never be recognised for its true value (...) A three and a half metre 
sculpture will always be more important than a 2.8 metre one.29

Yet more practices hindered the establishment of a working relationship 
between the Union and the benefi ciaries. For example, the benefi ciaries’ prac-
tice of setting the rules of the game, even in terms of contract signing pro-
cedures, was another factor that impeded the normal activity of the Union. 
In order for a contract to be signed, an artist had to present for evaluation a 
fi nished work, and not just a sketch or a plan. Once fi nished, the work entered 
the evaluation process, during which it passed through various commissions 
and fi nally, if approved, the long process of signing the contract would begin 
(a written request for the grant of that commission, signing the contract, the 
fi nal evaluation of the work, payment). Consequently, there was always a risk 
that a fi nished work of art or one at an advanced stage of realisation would 
not be commissioned and the artist would be unable to recover the money 
invested in raw materials. Th is situation was brought up at a National Com-
mittee meeting by graphic artist Cik Damadian:

All kinds of absurd situations are cropping up: for instance, in order for a 
graphic artist to get a contract, he must fi rst do the work, fi nish it; no contract 

28 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 7/1971, f. 27; Minutes of the Meeting of the Art Critique Section, 
25 May 1971.

29 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 11/1969, ff . 25-26; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Sculpture 
Section, 19 December 1969.
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is signed until the work is fi nished. After that, the work has to be approved by 
all kinds of ideological commissions (…) And only then, when the work has 
been approved (…) can the artist make a written application to have the com-
mission granted to him! (…) In other words, I have to fi nish a work to have it 
commissioned, to sign a contract.30

Besides this unusual situation regarding the signing of contracts, there was 
one other factor that made the relationship between artists and benefi ciaries 
a particularly diffi  cult one: the manner in which payment was made to the 
artists. Th e benefi ciaries decided to eff ect payments for acquisitions on a once-
a-year basis only. What could be an advantageous solution for a large, budget-
ary institution did not work in favour of the artists. In order to cope with this 
unusual practice, the artists, unable to support themselves fi nancially, were 
constantly forced to take out loans from Union funds intended for art produc-
tion and not for subsistence purposes:

Th e CSCA pays once a year. It is a very convenient method for them, but one 
which has serious repercussions for our work because borrowing funds is not 
suffi  cient to cover the needs of our members. Th ese loan funds were designed 
for creation itself, and not to be a sole source of existence.31 

Th is represented yet another method used to force artists with fi nancial 
diffi  culties to take on commissions of all kinds. By maintaining this state of 
permanent fi nancial insecurity, offi  cial institutions formed a pool of artists, 
potential service providers, who agreed to produce works of art for offi  cial 
exhibitions or portraits of the presidential couple.

A separate matter of divergence between the Union and its benefi ciaries 
was the fact that some of the latter did not even bother to spend the funds for 
acquisition made available to them by the State. After the 1968 National Con-
ference of the Romanian Artists’ Union, the Romanian leadership increased 
the amount of funds for acquisition by increasing the number of benefi ciaries. 
Th us, besides the State Committee for Culture and Art, which had been the 
traditional purchaser of art works, the UTC, UGSR and the GP also became 
commissioners. Th is new allocation of funds was announced triumphantly by 
Ion Frunzetti, the vice-president of the Union, and heralded as a great victory 
on behalf of the Union’s leadership:

Th e year 1969 seems to be a particularly favourable year for our artists. (…) 
Th is phenomenon meant not just a doubling of funds for artists, but an 

30 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 1/1970, f. 98; Minutes of the National Committee Meeting, 18-19 
February 1970.

31 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 13/1970, f. 14; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Sculpture 
Section, 12 June 1970.
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increase of 250% (…) To the 18 million [lei] (…) traditionally available to 
the CSCA – 6 millions for monumental art, 6 millions for acquisition, 6 mil-
lions for the counties [local branches] – 15 million have been added to be 
distributed through three mass organisations: Th e Communist Youth Union, 
Th e National Trade Union and Gospodăria de Partid (…), plus 4 million for 
pensions and a further 8 million for the same Fine Arts Direction [within the 
CSCA], which has spent its 18 million in available funds. Th e total is 45 mil-
lions, instead of 18.32 

Th is extraordinary change was part of the courting strategy adopted by 
the Romanian leadership after coming to power. Th is practice of captatio be-
nevolentiae clearly resembles what had happened in the Soviet Union at the 
fi rst Writers’ Congress. Like their Soviet counterparts,33 Romanian artists were 
lauded by Ceauşescu and were asked, at the same time, to play a more active 
role in the development of Communism in Romania. It is noteworthy that 
this increase in funding was not made through direct money distribution to 
the Union (with the exception of a small amount intended for pensions), but 
was made (potentially) available through other organisations. Th is, therefore, 
was not an expression of generosity towards, or appreciation of, the art com-
munity. In order to gain access to these funds, artists were in eff ect asked to 
produce works according to offi  cial criteria, to meet the demands of the new 
benefi ciaries, something even more diffi  cult than before. Negotiations with 
the new benefi ciaries were more complicated than with the CSCA, the ben-
efi ciary the Union had traditionally dealt with, because the people in charge 
of acquisitions at these organisations had very little aesthetic training. Th e 
leadership of the Union, as well as the artists whose works were commissioned 
by the new benefi ciaries, were frequently at odds with the representatives of 
these benefi ciaries. Th ey were not only poorly trained, artistically speaking; 
they also showed no interest in the commissioning process. Th e result was a 
failure to spend the funds allocated to them and, as a direct consequence, a 
drop in artists’ earnings.

Th e way the UAP leadership dealt with this issue is highly indicative of the 
atmosphere in Romania at the end of the 1960s and the image Ceauşescu had 
acquired among artists. Th e president of the Union, Brăduţ Covaliu, wrote a 
letter to Ceauşescu in which he disclosed the benefi ciaries’ disinclination to 

32 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 5/1969, f. 78; Minutes of the Graphic Section’s Plenary, 16 Janu-
ary 1969.

33 “Th e eff usive honouring of writers in connection with the First Congress of Soviet Writ-
ers in 1934 established the new tone, which combined conspicuous deference to high cul-
ture with an implicit reminder to intellectuals of their obligation to serve the Soviet cause.”, 
Sheila FITZPATRICK, Everyday Stalinism, Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia 
in the 1930s, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999, p. 96. For the same topic see also Jeff rey 
BROOKS, “Socialist Realism in Pravda: Read All about It!”, Slavic Review, vol. 53, No. 4, 
Winter 1994, pp. 976-981.
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spend allocated funds.34 Th e letter opened with a meticulous calculation of art-
ists’ earnings35 and the comment that the average monthly income of an artist 
was comparable with that of a person with no higher education.36 He went on 
to identify the causes of UAP’s diffi  cult fi nancial situation as being the insuf-
fi cient amount of funds allocated to the CSCA and the fl awed utilisation of 
funds by the UGSR and the GP.37 Th e way the UAP president distinguished 
between the two out of balance groups of benefi ciaries, as well as the desig-
nation of the CSCA as the “main [organisation] entrusted with supporting 
our artistic creation”,38 were signifi cant points, for they highlighted the tense 
relationships between the UAP and the two “non-professional” benefi ciaries. 
Furthermore, he did not insist in his letter on solutions that would settle the 
relationship with the two benefi ciaries, which would have been at any rate 
futile. He focused instead on the CSCA’s defective acquisition policy. Th e 
CSCA, Covaliu wrote, had its own acquisition policy that aimed to cover the 
works of art required for “the manifestations within its annual thematic plan 
– the annual State exhibitions, the special commemorative exhibitions (…) 
the Romanian art exhibitions abroad”.39 After all these manifestations had 
been covered, there were little, funds, if any, available for purchasing from the 
individual or group exhibitions the Union organised throughout the year.40 
Furthermore, a second reason identifi ed by Covaliu for the insuffi  cient level of 

34 Th e situation above falls within the pattern of what Sheila Fitzpatrick calls “brokering 
[on behalf of ] the professional interests of a group”. She describes a similar situation, when 
Aleksandr Fadeev, secretary of the Writers’ Union, wrote to Molotov to complain, on behalf of 
the literary community, that no Stalin Prizes had been earmarked for literature that year and 
to tackle the problem of royalties and taxation of writers’ incomes. Sheila FITZPATRICK, op. 
cit., p. 112. 

35 “During the fi rst nine months of 1970, the income of artists (…) amounted to 
27,024,021 lei, of which 40% is in fact the quota spent on the materials used, the real amount 
earned by artists in royalties being approximately 18,000,000 lei. Distributed among the 1,865 
members of the UAP, the result is that each artist earns an average monthly wage of 1600 lei”, 
ANIC, Fund 2239, UAP, File17/1970, f. 119.

36  “…this monthly income is not proper at all, being the equivalent of the wages earned by 
cadres without higher education”, Ibidem.

37 Th e UTC does not appear in this letter as a benefi ciary that caused problems for the 
Union by not spending its funds or spending them badly. On the contrary, it is identifi ed as 
the only benefi ciary of the three “non-professional” benefi ciaries that “used its funds entirely”. 
In point of fact, the relationship between the UAP and the UTC seems to have been rather 
satisfactory for both parties, according to archival documents of the period. 

38 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1970, f. 119.
39 Ibidem, f. 120.
40 “Th is phenomenon limits considerably the possibility that the CSCA purchase works of 

art from personal or group exhibitions which the UAP has held this year. After paying for the 
works commissioned (even though these commissions did not exceed one work per artist and, 
furthermore, not all artists received commissions), the funds available for acquisition from the 
UAP exhibitions are totally insuffi  cient”, Ibidem.
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artists’ income was the falling level of acquisition prices off ered by the CSCA 
in comparison with previous years, which were lower than the average rate set 
for acquisition.41 Moreover, Covaliu referred to the large amounts of money 
that went unspent by the UGSR and the GP due to their lack of involvement 
in the commissioning process.42 Th e letter ended by describing the desperate 
situation many artists lived in due to the fact they had not received the money 
they had deserved for commissioned or fi nished woks or because they had not 
obtained a commission for many years due to the scarcity of funds.

We do not know what response Ceauşescu gave, if any. Until further ma-
terials become available, we must do with a picture of the direction in which 
things were moving in those years provided by additional documents. After 
the launch of the July Th eses in 1971, the funds allocated to artists diminished 
drastically.43 Th e UAP leadership was asked to produce a report on artists’ 
income covering the last few years before that. Th e report was written very 
meticulously and included data diff erentiated by section, average wages by 
sections, a list of the best paid artists, and so on. In addition to this report, 
the Ministry of Finance conducted its own investigation, the results of which 
were sent to the Consiliul Culturii şi Educaţiei Socialiste (CCES)/Th e Council 
of Socialist Culture and Education, the newly founded body that replaced the 
State Committee for Culture and Art. Th e informative note of the Ministry 
of Finance concluded that the funds allocated were “exceeding the real needs” 
of the Union and that the annual subsidy of 3,800,000 lei towards the pay-
ment of pensions should be cut.44 Furthermore, the Ministry proposed that 
the decree which exempted the Union from paying taxes on general income 
be re-thought.45 

But probably the most important mechanism of control and shaping rela-
tionships within the Union was exercised through exhibition policy and the 
strict thematic/stylistic criteria imposed by benefi ciaries. Although each art-
ist had the right to have a personal exhibition held every three years, the 

41 Covaliu also provided fi gures for CSCA acquisitions during the previous three years. 
For instance, for an easel painting with a fi gurative composition, the highest amount that the 
CSCA paid was 20,000 lei, while the average fee was 22,000 lei (the minimum was 4000 lei 
and maximum 40,000 lei); for an exterior sculpture, a fi gurative composition up to 3m tall, the 
price paid was similar, 20,000 lei, with a minimum of 12,000 lei and a maximum of 40,000 
lei., Ibidem, f. 121. 

42 During the previous three years, from funds of 15,000,000 lei each, the GP spent 
4,422,707 lei, while the UGS spent 10,786,719 lei, Ibidem, f. 122.

43 Th is was a general phenomenon that aff ected all art unions and publishing 
houses, literary or specialist journals. See Irina CULIC, “Th e Strategies of Intel-
lectuals: Romania under Communist Rule in Comparative Perspective”, in András 
BOZÓKI (ed.), Intellectuals and Politics in Central Europe, Budapest: Central Euro-
pean University Press, 1999, p. 52.

44 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 21/1971, f. 63.
45 Ibidem.
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application for an available exhibition hall was conditioned by previous “sus-
tained activity at State exhibitions”.46 Th erefore each artist was required to 
confi rm on a constant basis his/her commitment to and support for the Party 
and to “earn” the right to a personal exhibition. Th e system was designed 
such that artists could rarely avoid producing ideologically aligned works if 
they wanted to continue staging personal exhibitions. Furthermore, it was 
always possible to short-circuit the system and reduce the long waiting period 
by sending works to the State exhibitions that would single out the artist as 
“reliable”. Th is way, the system not only attempted to produce ideologically-
oriented works, but also artists committed to the Party’s requirements. 

As far as the general thematic framework was concerned, it was very strictly 
defi ned by benefi ciaries. For example, the norms of collaboration between the 
UGSR and the UAP regarding UGSR’s purchasing policy stated very clearly 
the criteria to be used for acquisition:

For the purpose of stimulating creation in the fi eld of fi ne arts, for adorn-
ing ttrade union socio-cultural buildings with paintings, sculptures, graphic 
works, decorative art and monumental art, [the UGSR uses its funds for 
works] inspired from the glorious past struggle of our people, of our working 
class and of our Party, works refl ecting the realities of today, the joy of accom-
plished duties, the achievements obtained in all spheres of our social life...47

Th e style in which a composition was realised was carefully scrutinised 
and the realist, fi gurative representations were by far preferred and rewarded. 
Too many straight lines in an industrial landscape could render a piece an 
“Abstract” work, as one graphic artist recalled when talking of a piece of work 
he considered suffi  ciently fi gurative to be accepted for the commemorative 
exhibition “25 Years from Liberation”:

I presented some sketches for an urban industrial landscape. I was rejected 
with the label “Abstract”, but there were only urban, technical elements, hous-
es, blocks of fl ats, industrial structures (...) All of them [were] very realistic 
representations.48

In order to understand better how these mechanisms and criteria were 
applied, it may be helpful to discuss in greater detail the preparations for the 
1971 exhibition entitled “50 Years from the Foundation of the Romanian 
Communist Party”. Th is was the most important event on the Union’s agenda 

46 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1968, f. 32; Minutes of the Painting Section Meeting, 17 Janu-
ary 1969.

47 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 46/1969-1971, f. 266; Norms of Collaboration in the fi eld of Fine 
Arts between the National Trade Union and the Romanian Artists’ Union, 26 June 1969. 

48 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 5/1969, p. 64; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Graphics 
Section, 16 January 1969.
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for that year. Considerable resources were allocated by all three benefi ciaries 
(the State Committee for Culture and Art, the National Trade Union and 
the Communist Youth Union) and the selection criteria for the works in the 
exhibition were clearly established. At an internal meeting of the Union for 
the organisation of this exhibition, representatives of the benefi ciaries were 
present and made their off ers and demands known. Th e benefi ciaries off ered 
contracts on the basis of sketches produced by artists. Th e UTC provided a 
number of 70 contracts and study trips to factories and industrial sites for 
young artists. Th e CSCA off ered 50 contracts including 5 or 6 devoted to 
the 150th anniversary of Tudor Vladimirescu’s 1821 Revolution.49 Th e rep-
resentative of the CSCA, Anastase Anastasiu, promised that his institution 
was ready to supplement the number of contracts if the works produced by 
artists met the initial requirements. He also specifi ed that the works should 
not be of large dimensions, so as to be easily accommodated in institutions. 
Furthermore, the CSCA was interested more in compositions than portraits 
or landscapes. Finally, art critic Anatol Mîndrescu took the fl oor in order to 
underline the fi nal and most important details:

Th is is a thematic exhibition, a homage exhibition for our Party and, conse-
quently, it cannot be a exhibition representative for all the forms of expression 
in our contemporary art (…) It is necessary that the program-themes reach 
a certain degree of consciousness, of understanding of this moment’s signifi -
cance, that the works be fi gurative although this does not exclude the use of 
symbols.50

Several other meetings followed. One of the most important was that held 
at the Central Committee headquarters. Th e meeting was chaired by Dumi-
tru Popescu, the then president of the Section for Propaganda of the Central 
Committee. Th e president of the UAP, Brăduţ Covaliu, recounted after the 
meeting, at a briefi ng of the Union’s Executive Bureau, that the Party was 
extremely interested in organizing the exhibition and wished to receive peri-
odic progress reports.51 Covaliu also mentioned that the works of art to be se-
lected for the exhibition were to be “readable, accessible to a wide audience”.52 
Th is was slightly diff erent from the indications he had given previously, and 
was clearly the result of his discussions with the Party authorities. After the 

49 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 17/1968-1971, f. 72; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Paint-
ing Section, 21 August 1970.

50 Ibidem.
51 “It is necessary that the State Committee for Culture and Art inform our Party of the 

manner in which the exhibition is being prepared, give an assessment of how many works will 
be in the exhibition, the stages in the mounting of the exhibition, the rhythm in which the 
artists work.”, Brăduţ Covaliu, ANIC, Fund UAP, File 96/1969-1970, f. 46; Minutes of the 
Executive Bureau Meeting. 

52 Ibidem, f. 45.
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introductory address given by the Union’s president, the representatives of 
the benefi ciaries started to explain their positions and requirements regard-
ing the Party anniversary exhibition. Th e Director of the Fine Arts Section of 
the CSCA, Anastase Anastasiu, presented the proposed themes, which ranged 
from the period of illegality of the Party to the contemporary period, with the 
Party triumphantly leading the country. He divided the themes of the exhibi-
tion into six categories:

I. Th emes that depict the preparation and the organisation of the Congress for 
the Founding of the Party and the selection of delegates for the Congress, in-
ternational solidarity, the struggle and solidarity of the Romanian communists 
for the liberation of our country and of other countries;
II. Th e underground struggle of the Romanian Communist Party, the leading 
force of our people;
III. Th e preparation of the 23 August 1944 act, the struggle against Fascism;
IV. Th e activity of the Party in the period 1944-47, the agrarian reform, 6 
March 1945, the nationalisation of the main means of production, the take-
over of power by the working class, the socialist transformation of agriculture;
V. Th e construction of socialism in our country, the fi ve-year plans, the politi-
cal, social and cultural achievements;
VI. “MAN”, contemporary man, aspects of the labour and life of our people.53

Th e themes proposed by the UTC and the UGSR were similar, although 
the UTC chose to emphasize the role played by youth in the foundation of the 
Party, while the UGSR concentrated more on the worker strikes. 

Apart from the delineation of themes to be used in the anniversary exhibi-
tion, artists received suggestions as to the way their works should be made. 
Vasile Dinu, vice-president of the CSCA, recommended that: 

Emphasis should be placed on the optimistic side of things, because our Party 
won and continues to fi ght for the development of our society.54 Th erefore, 
themes depicting everyday life in our country were also proposed.55 

He also insisted that artists should submit their works well in advance, in 
order for the exhibition to be prepared with suitable care and opened with 
great pomp.56

53 Ibidem, f. 47.
54 Th is echoes one of the fundamental principles of socialist realist art in which the depic-

tion of optimism/optimistic scenes was an often repeated demand. See Mark BASSIN, “«I ob-
ject to rain that is cheerless»: landscape art and the Stalinist aesthetic imagination”, in Ecumene, 
vol. 7, No. 3, July 2000.

55 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 96/1969-1970, f. 46; Minutes of the Executive Bureau Meeting.
56 Ibidem.
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Despite the numerous sessions devoted to major upcoming exhibitions, 
the hint dropped about material incentives and the verbal reminders from 
the leadership, the results did not come soon enough. A few months before 
opening day, the leadership discovered that the works produced by the art-
ists were not suitable for an exhibition of such importance. Th e leadership 
was particularly disappointed with the way important artists responded to 
the Union’s demands. Th e president of the Union, painter Brăduţ Covaliu, 
said the only solution the Union could propose under those circumstances 
was to ask certain artists to contribute works, so as to provide the “basis of 
the exhibition”.57 Th is was always the solution applied in “emergency cases”, 
and it shows that the Union had a pool of artists on which to rely to produce 
ideologically suitable works. 

On the other hand, the public’s attention was carefully kept focussed on 
putting together the exhibition with a large press campaign. Artists were pe-
riodically interviewed about the progress they made with their works, the 
signifi cance of the exhibition for the country, the Union and for themselves. 
For example, one of the most famous Romanian sculptors of the period, Ion 
Jalea – a sculptor who had already established himself as a leading artistic 
fi gure during the interwar period and successfully continued his work under 
Communism – gave an interview to Scînteia in which he stressed the fact that 
participation in the exhibition “50 Years from the Foundation of the Roma-
nian Communist Party” was the duty of every single artist in Romania:

Participation in this exhibition is an act of patriotism, which for every one of 
us means a demonstration of his or her quality as a citizen-artist. Our works, 
I believe, should refl ect this spirit of patriotic devotion [to the Party] as thor-
oughly as possible.58

A month and a half later, he gave another interview in which he revealed 
what his contribution to the exhibition would be: 

I am working on a diff erent sculpture which draws upon the history of our 
people. It will represent the voievod Mircea the Old (…). I devote this work 
to the Romanian Communist Party, the continuer of the noblest traditions of 
the history of our motherland.59

57 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 5/1970, f. 7; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the UAP, 24 
December 1970. 

58 Scînteia, 4 October, 1970.
59 Munca, 24 November 1970. 
In the same issue of the Munca newspaper, other important artists also revealed what they 

were working on: “Wanda Sachelarie will depict Tudor Vladimirescu’s arrival in Bucharest, Ga-
briela Pătulea-Drăguţ is working on a composition entitled «Th e Strike», Ion Bitzan is fi nishing 
the work «Th e Poetry of Work»”….



Artists and Political Power 113

Th e documents shown here demonstrate the enormous amount of atten-
tion that was paid to the organisation of the RCP anniversary exhibition. 
Th ey underline the various mechanisms used in assembling an exhibition that 
was to follow the main ideological criteria and meet the expectations of the 
leadership. Th e most interesting parts, of course, are those that reveal the 
thematic directions and specifi c observations of the optimistic atmosphere 
that was to transpire from the paintings. Also worth underlining is the role 
the Union leadership played in the organisation of exhibitions, its oscillating 
attitude as a result of directions received from higher echelons, its emergency 
solutions and fi nally its instrumental part in assembling the exhibition. Th e 
fi nancial rewards promised and the coverage of the organisational process by 
the press complete the picture of how important exhibitions were organised, 
and reveal the mechanisms used to stimulate artists to produce works that 
were in line with offi  cial requirements. 

All the methods described above began to work in time. Th e result was a dif-
ferent type of artist. Frustrated by receiving one rejection after another (with the 
immediate and real consequences of a drop in income), artists began to adapt to 
the requirements and tastes of the activists and to produce works that complied 
with the acquisition criteria but had little or no artistic value.60 Th is situation 
was acknowledged during a Union meeting, where responsibility for the very 
low quality of the works sent for evaluation was placed on the shoulders of the 
benefi ciaries. Art critic Octavian Barbosa said of this vicious circle: 

Even the Commission [Th e Commission for Monumental Art] is often sent 
works of very poor artistic quality. Many times I have heard people saying that 
the benefi ciary is responsible for this, using it as a kind of scapegoat, that I did 
that because of the benefi ciary, that it was the benefi ciary who asked for the 
work to be done in such a way, that I was wrong and so on.61

60 Th e situation described here has much in common with what happened in the creative 
unions of the Soviet Union. For instance, in a study dealing with the investigation of the Soviet 
Writers’ Union the circumstances depicted are strikingly similar: “Quality, however, is left off  
the list of requirements. Th e Writers’ Union is no exception to the general rule in Soviet society, 
where corruption and favouritism play a big part in decisions on appointments and admissions 
to educational institutions and other organizations. Émigrés cited many cases of mediocre writ-
ers who were admitted simply because they had fulfi lled the minimum publication requirement 
and had infl uential friends. Th ey stressed that a book, for the purposes of Union admission, 
could be «almost any piece of garbage as long as it was printed between hard covers»”, John 
and Carol GARRARD, Inside the Soviet Writers’ Union, New York, London: Th e Free Press, 
Macmillan, 1990, p. 111.

61 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 9/1970, f. 42; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Painting Sec-
tion, 8 July 1970.
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 Th e Leadership of the UAP – an elitist body within the union  

Th e role of the Union both as an institution of guidance and control 
was duplicated by the attitude of its leadership, which gradually became a 
privileged group eager to maintain its position by courting members of the 
political hierarchy and trying to implement their directives as faithfully as 
possible. Th e often repeated democratic nature of the Union and the exhibi-
tions involving large numbers of Union members did not manage to hide the 
leadership’s private practices in terms of manipulation of funds, commissions, 
distribution of invitations to exhibitions abroad, etc. Th e leadership became a 
privileged body that dealt with the distribution of funds, appointment of eval-
uation commissions for exhibitions and acquisitions, and negotiations with 
the higher echelons. In eff ect, when the Union’s leadership met the Executive 
Bureau and the Union’s Party Section, all important issues were addressed 
and decisions taken within ideologically permitted limits and in line with the 
interests of the participants.62

At the 1968 National Conference of the UAP, the problem of an emerging 
elite body managing the Union’s funds for its own benefi t was raised by several 
artists. Th e most vehement of those was Marius Cilievici.63 Cilievici claimed 
accusingly that a privileged group was emerging, composed of the members 
of the Union leadership and their acolytes.64 Th is privileged group, he said, 

62 Th ere are already numerous studies that describe this phenomenon in relation to the 
Soviet Writers’ Union. See Ronald HINGLEY, Russian Writers and Soviet Society, 1917-1978, 
London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1979; John and Carol GARRARD, Inside the Soviet Writ-
ers’ Union, New York, London: Th e Free Press Macmillan, 1990 and Vera TOLZ, “«Cultural 
Bosses» as Patrons and Clients: the Functioning of the Soviet Creative Unions in the Postwar 
Period”, Contemporary European History, vol. 2, No. 1, 2002, pp. 87-105. Similarly, for a de-
scription of the patron-client relationships in the Soviet Composers’ Union see Kiril TOMOFF, 
“«Most Respected Comrade...»: Patrons, Clients, Brokers and Unoffi  cial Networks in the Sta-
linst Music World”, Contemporary European History, vol. 2, No. 1, 2002, pp. 33-65. On the 
same issue in the Czechoslovak art world see Maruška SVAŠEK, “Contacts: Social Dynamics in 
the Czechoslovak State-Socialist World”, Contemporary European History, vol. 2, No. 1, 2002, 
pp. 67-86.

63 Other interventions on this matter were more focused and triggered by the proposal of 
certain artists for leadership positions: “As far as Comrade Bitzan is concerned, in my opinion 
he is a very good comrade, he has great qualities, he is a very good painter, but has a tendency 
to hoard funds.” (Lia Szazs, ANIC, Fund UAP, File 14/1968, f. 370; Th e Th ird National Con-
ference of UAP, 17-19 April 1968). Or: “I do not agree with the selection of Comrade Codiţă 
because it is well known that he has a great desire to acquire commissions, to line his pockets, 
without no thought to the fact that there are others who should work too, who should also 
make a living. He has never thought of others, he was always like a hyena, he knows every-
thing…” (Aurel ŢIPOIA, Ibidem, p. 371). 

64 Th e raising of this issue at such an important forum proves that National Conferences 
were also used by rank-and-fi le members of the Union to bring up matters of unfair attitudes 
or un-resolved problems within the Union. Th e situation resembles what happened at the So-
viet Writers’ Congresses: “While Writers’ Congresses are occasions for the public re-dedication 
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had gained complete control of the Union through a three-fold monopoly: a 
sentimental monopoly, a monopoly of artistic information and an organisa-
tional-administrative monopoly. Of these three forms of monopoly described 
by Cilievici, the fi rst is of most interest to us. Th is sentimental monopoly, 
which Cilievici described as “the exclusivity of attachment to the cause of 
socialism, to the faith of the Party, the monopoly of socialist fundamentalism 
and consciousness”,65 provides a clue to the leadership’s attitude toward Party 
authorities. It says a lot about the conciliatory or openly obedient acceptance 
of the rules imposed by the Party. It says even more about the manner in 
which this acceptance occurred. It sheds light on aspects for which there are 
no documents available for the time being (except for the congratulatory let-
ters published in Arta on various occasions), but which should have been clear 
to contemporaries. We are referring here to manifestations that went beyond 
the simple acceptance of the status quo and ended in exaggerations, self initia-
tive and the superfl uous praising of the Party and its leadership.

Discussions on this theme also continued during the internal meetings of 
the Union. At the beginning of the 1970s, art critic Anca Arghir observed the 
same old practices at work within the Union. She identifi ed the emergence 
of a network of clients who held a de facto monopoly over the commissioned 
works of the previous four or fi ve years: 

What is intriguing is the fact that the distribution of commissions takes place 
among a very limited number of Union members, by assigning projects to very 
close friends, to relatives, to family members… And this has been happening 
for some time now. If we take a four or fi ve year old list of commissioned 
works, we see that they contain the same names, that the same artists hold a 
monopoly over commissioned works.66 

Sometimes the discovery of this practice, which took place behind closed 
doors, occurred by simple accident, as one artist related during a meeting:

I went to Scînteia House and it was full of projects, but none of those had ever 
been announced. (...) Th e commissions are taken only by the privileged few, 
by the “preferred” ones. As for the others, where should they go? Under the 
bourgeois system you could go to another boyar! But now where can you go?67 

of the writers to the Party and the people, they are also opportunities for the open voicing of 
sectional demands.”, L.G. CHURCHWARD, Th e Soviet Intelligentsia, An essay on the social 
structure and roles of Soviet intellectuals during the 1960s, London and Boston: Rutledge & 
Kegan Paul, 1973, p. 66. 

65 Ibidem, p. 333.
66 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 6/1970, f. 11; Minutes of the Bucharest Painting Section’s Meeting, 

January 1970.
67 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 9/1969, f. 20; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Sculpture 

Section, 29 May 1969.
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Paradoxical situations were also reported. Some bids had a single bidder. 
Th ey had been designed for a particular person, and the result was announced 
after the competition had taken place: “It is said that in the «Avram Iancu» 
competition there was a single competitor. But how many of you have even 
heard of this competition?”68 

Th e discussions were even more vivid when it came to the practice of hid-
ing or delaying information about international contests or international ex-
hibitions. Being selected for an international exhibition brought with it ben-
efi ts which, though they may seem unimportant today, were vital during the 
communist period. Th e selected artist had the opportunity to visit museums, 
to establish contacts and exchange views with other artists at the event, and 
to make contacts with foreign art dealers or gallery owners – not to men-
tion the more trivial advantages of receiving a per diem in foreign currency. 
It follows that a trip abroad was always a sought-after experience and artists 
pleaded with the Union’s leadership to obtain one. Graphic artist Mariana 
Petraşcu wrote a letter to the Union’s leadership in which she enumerated all 
her achievements, awards, and technological innovations, but concluded that 
in spite of all these accomplishments:

...from 1963 until now [1971] I could not enjoy the appreciation and fair 
evaluation of the Graphics Section, to which I belong, and I have not travelled 
abroad because I do not belong to the group of privileged ones, those who are 
“in power” (!!!!) and neither [do I belong] to the group of those who must be 
“promoted” domestically and abroad (!!!!)...69

By contrast, in June 1974, the president of the UAP, Brăduț Covaliu, 
wrote a letter to Nicolae Ceauşescu personally to obtain a pass for his wife in 
order to accompany him to Vienna for the opening of a personal exhibition.70

Th ese kinds of practices and the obvious divide between the leadership and 
their acolytes and the rest of the Union’s members did not pass unnoticed. 
Th e Union’s rank and fi le members started to manifest their anger against 
the way foreign grants were distributed and against the defective manner in 
which information about international contests was disseminated. During a 
plenary meeting of the sculpture section, the artist Severineanu expressed his 
annoyance as follows:  

...as far as international contests are concerned, do not keep them secret; do 
not let only a few know about them, who would then have time to prepare 
properly for them, while to the rest of us you announce them just a few weeks, 

68 Ibidem.
69 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 52/1971, ff . 37-38, undated letter.
70 ANIC, Fund Th e Central Committee of the Romanian Communist Party, Propaganda and 

Agitation Section, File 59/1974, f. 5, undated letter.
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or even two or three days  before the deadline. Make everything public well 
in advance, as well as artists’ yearly income and the commissions they have 
received. We have been asking for this for years...71

Th e demand for transparency in the distribution of commissions and 
funds was reiterated by a Union member who requested the staging of an 
annual exhibition displaying all the works purchased during each given year:

I propose that once a year – at the end of the year or the beginning of the fol-
lowing year – an exhibition be held (...) with all the works acquired and with 
the contracts which have been already signed, from all the counties of our 
country. I consider this to be in our interest (...) to know how our comrades 
who make acquisitions think...72 

Furthermore, the artists asked that the annual incomes of the Union mem-
bers – leadership included – be made public. When the lists of artists’ income 
were fi nally made available, they were seen only by a few people before being 
removed from view after a few days. Th e explanation given by the leadership 
for this move was unconvincing at best. Th ey claimed they had been asked 
by the Ministry of Internal Aff airs not to display any such information in the 
open [on the notice board in the Union hall] where so many diff erent people 
circulated, sometimes even representatives of foreign embassies.73

Th e denunciation of incorrect commissioning practices also took on col-
lective forms. Th e following describes what happened when a group of artists 
from the county of Cluj sent a letter to the Central Committee of the UTC to 
report the onerous assignment of commissions with respect to a project that 
was fi nancially important for the city:

Th e Central Committee of the Communist Youth Union, aware of the mobil-
ising role of works of art, gave an 800,000 lei commission to the Cluj branch 
of the UAP to decorate the Student House and other sites in Cluj.
While appreciating the substantial investment that the Party and State or-
gans made in raising the ideological, artistic and cultural level of our city, we 
want to bring to your attention the unjust assignment of the above mentioned 
works. Arbitrariness and subjective opinions were, we believe, the only basis 
of these attributions (...) Works have been attributed to some artists whose 

71 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 7/1970, f. 5; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Sculpture Sec-
tion, 14 March 1968.

72 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 5/1970, ff . 94-95; Minutes of Plenary Meeting of the UAP, 24 
December 1970.

73 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 5/1971, f. 7; Minutes of the General Meeting of the Monumental 
Art Section, April 1971.
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professional abilities are proven even by being accepted for offi  cial exhibitions 
at national or county levels.74 

Th e most disappointing aspect for most Union members was the discovery 
that it was their own colleagues who initiated and supported their removal 
from acquisition lists. Th e competition for limited resources corrupted rela-
tionships between members of the Union, turning them against each other 
and favouring the emergence of groups and short term interests, transform-
ing them, especially members of the leadership, into mini-dictators who pro-
moted their own clients: 

I have noticed a very negative and ugly attitude on the part of some of our 
colleagues who are members of the Bureau, an attitude manifested during the 
jurisdiction process and during the meetings for acquisition and distribution 
of commissions. (...) How could such a thing be tolerated, how could a section 
leader pass unjust judgements on another member of the Union, saying that 
that one is not good enough, the other is such and such a thing, and the works 
of a third one do not have a decent level to be purchased…75 

Th e discussions held at the Union’s internal meetings seemed to be limited 
to anodyne issues and small points, while the important matters were resolved 
within the closed circle of the leadership. Th e painter Corneliu Baba remarked 
that at Union meetings only a small part of the problems of real interest for 
the rank and fi le members were addressed:

I am wondering, is this the best system?! If we were to make an assessment of 
our meetings, I think it would prove a little monotonous: pensions, guests, 
current aff airs. And other issues are resolved by obscure means. Th ey cannot 
be discussed here. We should know about them, not fi nd out about them from 
the outside. I am referring of course to commissions, foreign grants, which are 
distributed behind closed doors. Our meetings are reduced to minor problems 
while others are not addressed here at all.76 

74 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 46/1969-1971, ff . 177-178; Letter sent by a group of artists from 
the county Cluj to the Central Committee of the Communist Youth Union, Cluj, 9 February 1970.

75 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 9/1969, f. 3; Minutes of the Plenary Meeting of the Sculpture Sec-
tion, 29 May 1969. 

76 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 96/1969, f. 100; Minutes of the Executive Bureau’s Meeting, 4 
June 1970. 

Th is situation resembles very much what happened in the internal meetings of the Soviet 
Writers’ Union. For instance, poet Oleg Dmitriev says that during the internal meeting of the 
Moscow chapter, professional issues were completely ignored while writers “debate the number 
of copies which a given author managed to publish, royalties, the number of trips abroad, 
what apartments writers have, who fl irts with whom, and so on”; Vladimir SHLAPENTOKH, 
Soviet Intellectuals and Political Power, Th e Post-Stalin Era, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1990.
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Further discussions pointed to the monotonous atmosphere in the Union, 
describing a generally less than stimulating environment which “leads to gen-
eral lack of interest”.77 Moreover, the relationships between members of the 
Union were described as being based on mistrust and a lack of solidarity. Th e 
painter Paul Gherasim argued against the strict, militarised climate, in which 
everybody was suspicious and ready to blame colleagues who appeared not to 
toe the offi  cial line:

When an exhibition opens in town, it seems that it needs to receive the unani-
mous approval of the critics or of the public, everybody must be very wary 
that a heretical act does not take place. We have the constant feeling (...) that 
from time to time a young artist is accused of being a heretic (...) in such an 
atmosphere nothing can be done, art cannot be transformed into a cultural act 
(...) we will remain with the mentality that we are only producers of paintings 
for people’s apartments, people who furnish their houses with furniture, with 
vases, and then fi nally they hang a picture on the wall too. (…) we have the 
feeling that the Union is a kind of doorstop, instead of being an institution 
that supports our interests. (...) It looks like we are in a militarised space where 
we should permanently be very careful not to fall into heresy.78

Epilogue

Th e Romanian Artists’ Union functioned as a buff er zone between the 
political organisations in charge of staging thematic exhibitions and commis-
sioning visual representations of the Ceauşescus and the rank and fi le mem-
bers of the Union, who were expected to answer to the State’s demands. A 
particular type of relationship gradually emerged between the Union and 
those organisations based both on coercive measures applied from above and 
mutual interests. Given the scarcity of resources and the fact that the State was 
the only party able to commission works (through subordinated institutions 
designed to handle the resources), the Union was gradually forced to accept 
the rules of the game. Th e internal debates and complaints are only an indi-
cator of the tense relationship that existed between the Union and the State. 
Th e leadership’s conciliatory tone on most of the issues speaks instead of an 
attitude of acceptance of status quo, of adaptation and compromise. 

On the other hand, as has often been remarked, the Artists’ Union, 
through its system of internal promotion, attracted and favoured a certain 
type of artist.79 A similar phenomenon has been analysed with reference to 

77 ANIC, Fund UAP, File 15/1970, f. 40; Minutes of Meeting of the Art Critique Section. 
78 Ibidem, ff . 43-44.
79 Norman MANEA, On Clowns, Th e Dictator and the Artist, New York: Grave Weidenfeld, 

1992.
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Soviet writers. It was pointed out that the image of the Soviet writer cherished 
in the West during the Cold War period – of the individual fi ghting the es-
tablishment, smuggling across borders texts denouncing the hostile cultural 
policy of the Party – was totally misleading. Not only was this type of writer 
a totally isolated occurrence, but the system itself corrupted habits, altered 
norms of elementary human behaviour, ultimately producing a new type of 
artist.80 Moreover, the analysis above also shows that the “healing myth” of 
“resistance through culture”, promoted in Romania after 1989 mostly by the 
intelligentsia itself, was to a considerable degree just a myth used to cover 
issues of adaptation to, cooperation in, or active participation in the commu-
nist State’s cultural policy. 

Th e changes in cultural policy that emerged at the beginning of the 1970s 
(Th e July Th eses and the protochronist theory), which came after the period 
of liberalisation at the end of the 1960s, caused a polarisation of the artistic 
fi eld, leading to the appearance of a number of distinct categories among art-
ists. Th e abrupt offi  cial re-orientation towards a neo-Stalinist form of cultural 
policy rendered even more visible the contrasts between artists. Th e degree of 
acceptance of the new cultural policy varied among artists, and the ease with 
which they adapted and compromised led to the emergence of a few catego-
ries of artists. 

Th ere was a fi rst category of artists who willingly accepted the new direc-
tion in which art was moving and tried to take advantage of it following the 
process of reconfi guration of the artistic fi eld. Th is category was named by Ro-
manian art historian, Magda Cârneci the “conformists”.81 Th ese were not nor-
mally big names in the Romanian artistic community and were people who 
had held positions within the Union before, but whose voices had not gained 
currency as a distinct group until the regime re-oriented itself towards a mix-
ture of Stalinism and nationalism. Th ey supplied the largest number of works 
at offi  cial exhibitions at the request of the Union’s leadership, usually in return 
for signifi cant material advantages. Th ey were the Union’s “mercenaries”.82 

80 “It is no surprise that the Union can not only generate vast quantities of approved prose 
and verse; it can also recruit many writers to its standard. Th e Union dominates the Soviet liter-
ary scene to such an extent that it has become self-generating; that is it attracts a certain type 
of member. Former Soviet Philosopher Alexander Zinovyev has tried to correct the mistaken 
Western view of the typical Soviet writer as a talented individualist struggling to publish dis-
sident works against the eff orts of the evil authorities. In fact, he says, most writers are eager to 
become part of the system: «People of a certain type want to be writers. Th ey are all products 
of the same kind of education and upbringing. Th ey live and function according to standard 
Soviet conditions, that is, according to the laws of large congregations of people. Th ey are an 
integral part of the Soviet social structure with its hierarchy of social positions, its distribution 
of privileges according to rank, and so forth… Th ey are part of the Party’s ideological appara-
tus»”, John and Carol GARRARD, op. cit., pp. 185-186.

81 Magda CÂRNECI, op. cit., p. 107.
82 Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, “Une culture de l’interstice”, Les Temps modernes, January 1990.
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Th e second category, that of “false conformists/false non-conformists”83, 
was that of usually ambitious younger artists who became known in the liber-
alisation period and had tasted its advantages. In eff ect, they wanted to preserve 
the positions they had reached in the previous period, and, as a consequence, 
became ambiguous producers of art, contributing to offi  cial exhibitions while 
also producing independent art that was displayed at personal exhibitions 
and appreciated by the art community.84 Th e overlap between their offi  cial 
and their individual art production had consequences for both fi elds. In their 
works for offi  cial exhibitions they usually applied methods that they experi-
mented with in their personal enterprises, which sometimes brought a note of 
freshness and modernism to the offi  cial trend. Given the prestige gained from 
personal exhibitions and their good connections within the bureaucratic sys-
tem, this slightly atypical form of offi  cial production was accepted by the cul-
tural activists, who were probably proud to count established names among 
Party devotees. On the other hand, artists who fell into this category claimed 
for themselves the role of negotiators between those in power and the artists 
of the Union. In light of the disputes between Party ideologues and members 
of the Romanian Writers’ Union – which in the 1980s culminated in the de 
facto non-existence of the Romanian Writers’ Union as a functioning associa-
tion – the artists in this second category claimed after 1989 that their position 
under Communism was an attempt to maintain dialogue between the Party 
and the UAP in order to avoid a fate similar to that of the Writer’s Union.85 
Th ey were – in Sorin Alexandrescu’s words – the “merchants”86 – those who 
traded profi tably for themselves, the State and the Union as well.

Th e third category was composed of those who kept themselves as far away 
as possible from the political pole. Th ese were the “non-conformists”,87 those 
who did not contribute to offi  cial art, or, when they did, they did it with 
productions that were as neutral as possible (a historical fi gure, a vaguely in-
dustrial landscape, etc.). Th ey were not so isolated within the Union, however, 

83 Magda CÂRNECI, op. cit., p. 108.
84 Lucia DRAGOMIR, “L’écrivain roumain entre vie publique et vie privée à l’époque com-

muniste”, Studia Politica, Romanian Political Studies Review, vol. II, No. 2, 2002. 
85 Similar arguments were circulated by intellectuals in the Soviet Union in order to justify 

their collaboration with the Soviet leadership. See, for example, Vera TOLZ, Russian Academi-
cians and the Revolution, Combining Professionalism and Politics, London: Macmillan in as-
sociation with CREES, University of Birmingham, 1997, pp. 179ff ; Vladimir Shlapentokh 
who mentions what explanation intellectuals had for their position: “A considerable number 
of intellectuals actively used as justifi cation of their conformist behavior the idea that each 
nonconformist act provokes the leadership, which eagerly awaits any excuse to crack down on 
intellectuals”. He labels this attitude “Don’t Tease the Bosses”, Vladimir SHLAPENTOKH, 
Soviet Intellectuals and Political Power Th e Post-Stalin Era, Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1990, p. 97.  

86 Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, op. cit. 
87 Magda CÂRNECI, op. cit., p. 109.
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as not to open exhibit or win awards. Th ey enjoyed professional and cordial 
relations (by belonging to the same generation) with some of the artists within 
the second category, as well as a moral upper hand that allowed them to ne-
gotiate their positions – this time with the leadership of the Union. Sorin 
Alexandrescu called them “the monks”, and this term is well chosen, at least 
in terms of their determination not to give up their beliefs.88
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88 Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, op. cit.
Miklós Haraszti uses a similar diff erentiation when he speaks about the categories of art 

produced during communism seen from the point of view of political power: “Th e liberaliza-
tion that followed the upheaval of the mid-1950s saw the creation of three distinct categories: 
prohibited, tolerated, and supported art.” Miklós HARASZTI, Th e Velvet Prison Artists under 
State Socialism, New York: Th e Noonday Press, 1989, p. 138.


