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Abstract: During the first decade after 1989, the phenomenon
of the Romanian contemporary art internationalization may be
followed especially by its participations in the Contemporary Art
Biennale from Venice. The five exhibitions in the Romanian Pavilion
from Giardini between 1990 and 2000 show a pretty slow route of
official policy changes related to the promotion of Romanian art
abroad. The exhibitions of the 1990, 1993 and 1995 editions are still
anchored in the tradition of artistic paradigms before 1989, promoting
late modernists discourses of some artists mainly active in the 60s and
70s. An orientation towards more experimental approaches shall occur
with the edition from 1997, while the 1999 exhibition, by its strong
conceptual component, aligns the Romanian Pavilion along the
tendencies of the western art of that moment.
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Introduction

With a history of more than one hundred years, the Contemporary Art
Biennale from Venice is the most important exhibition of the type. Since 1907,
when Romania is included for the first time in the exhibition programme, and
to 1954, the participation of our country occurred with long interruption
periods. Meanwhile, we have participations in 1924 and between 1938 and
1942. Since 1954, the Romanian presence has become constant (except for the
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editions from 1974 and 1984), however, being well correlated to the cultural
policies of the Union of Artists.

As related to the participations in the first editions after 1990, they as
well are far from the innovative, alternative and sometimes, even radical,
artistic tendencies the Biennale had been promoting for more than a decade.
Despite the fact that in Romania Soros Centre for Contemporary Art was
already functional in 1993, organizing annual exhibitions which included the
new media, a first change of attitude regarding the Romanian art “export” via
Venice occurred only in 1997. More and more daring proposals shall appear for
the future editions which finally gave the opportunity to the international
press to discuss on the Romanian contemporary art. In 1999, curator Angel
Judit proposes a photo installation of the subReal group and an intervention -
drawing on the pavilion floor - by Dan Perjovschi.

This study represents a short chronology of the five Romanian
participations in the period 1990-2000 at the Venice Biennale, pointing out on
curatorial discourses and artists’ selection.

The Romanian Pavilion in 1990

For 1990, the Biennale curator, proposes the title
Dimensione Futuro (Dimension Future), acknowledging a direction already
profiling for some time in the 80s editions. The innovatory artistic discourses
which announces, more than acknowledges, certain types of artistic practice
shall be the promoted. However, this tendency is not found within the
Romanian Pavilion, which shall host an exhibition of the sculptor Mircea
Spatarul. Already consecrated artist at the time, professor at the University of
Arts from Bucharest, Mircea Spataru practiced a type of sculpture anchored in
an expressionist form of representation. His exhibition in Venice presents a
series of porcelain busts, scoured, put on high sockets, non-uniform, with long
necks appearance. The artist named its series, Supplicia, and the idea of torture
is also suggested by the technological procedure of burning the matter at high
temperatures?. The works were disposed both inside the pavilion - in a dense
row, an agglomeration in the central area, letting empty the remaining room -

1 Catalogue XLI1V Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte. La Biennale di Venezia,
Fabbri Editori 1990, p. 218.

2 Aurelia Mocanu, “Tigve, rochii, vietati (Gourds, Dresses, Creature)”, in
Observator cultural (Cultural Observer) (2012),
http://www.observatorcultural.ro/ARTE-VIZUALE.-Tigve-rochii-
vietati*articleID _27383-articles_details.html.
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and in front of the entrance. In the left part of the entrance, leaned against the
wall, in a 45° angle, there are boards supporting the sculptures, cylinder
structures with figures. Other three cylinder structures were leaned one
against the other, making a three sides pyramid. In the right part, an
amorphous bulk of sculptural elements seemed fragments or scrap. On the
stairs, and continuing to the park, right in front of the entrance, panels with
half human figures (some of them, up-side-down) very summarily, stylized
drafted. All such works, precarious and vulnerable, were inadequate to the
exterior space. Beside, an official letter sent by the organizers communicates
that some of the sculptures placed in front of the pavilion were destroyed due
to wind3.

Commissioner of the Romanian exhibitions from Venice shall remain
Dan Haulica, who had assured the artists’ selection before 1989 as well. The
participation this year is not treated with high interest, seeing that for the
preparatory meeting from November 17-18, 1989, no one seemed to be
present on behalf of Romania*. As well, Romania is the only country with no
presentation text for the exhibition in the catalogue of the edition, the
following justifying note of the editor appearing on the page: La presentazione
del commissario e 'elenco opera dell’artisa non sono pervenuti (The presentation
of the commissioner and the list of the artist’s works have not been sent to us)>. Of
course such situation may also be due to the political and social troubles from
Romania, due to the Anticommunist Revolution and to the political regime
change, which reflected inevitably onto culture.

As related to the proposals of other countries from the former
communist bloc, for this edition of the Biennale, they are: Emilian Stankev for
Bulgaria, Laszlé6 Mulasics for Hungary, Jiri David for Czechoslovakia or the
[rwin group for Yugoslavia.

The Romanian Pavilion in 1993
For the 1993 edition, the one in charge with the exhibition in the

Romanian pavilion is the art critic and historian Radu Varia, who was living
and developing his activity in Paris. He proposes a Romanian artist who has

3 The Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts, Fondo Storico La Biennale di
Venezia. Sezione di Deposito. Arti Visive, file 430.

4 The Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts, Fondo Storico La Biennale di
Venezia. Sezione di Deposito. Arti Visive, file 2664.

5 Catalogue XLIV Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte. La Biennale di Venezia,
Fabbri Editori 1990, p. 218.
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been living in Paris as well since 1946, and that is, Horia Damian, on whom he
publishes the following in the general catalogue of the Biennale: “Present day,
Damian’s work develops with full active and radiant power of his interior
conception, of the originary breath, of his ontology within act, a work placed
from the very beginning before and after modernism, in order to go beyond
modernism and needs not to appeal to postmodernism in order to go beyond
modernism. This work shall represent the fingering of a vision of the world
returned to itself and totally open to the Absolute and towards the cosmic
dispositions of the Absolute.

Work inspiration and monumentality of which derives precisely from
the union, renewed to the infinite, of the signified and signifier; union
fundamentally governed, kept alive and ardent, due to its immediate proximity
and with no fracture to the human being, with the ultimate reality of the being.
Beyond the stagnation of the signified, being preoccupied only with its own
time affirmation, even after the modernist nihilism of the end, a work like
Damian’s may stimulate reflection and be up to the expectancies of occidental
artrelated to the freedom to be and to reappear on its way.”s

Its formal-analytical investigations are displayed here by the series of
collages entitled Energy and Column. As well, an ample installation is exhibited,
which complies with the artist’'s preoccupation in the field of three-
dimensional objects.

An important role in the relationship between the Romanian state and
the Biennale management seems to be held by the Romanian Cultural Institute.
The correspondence between the Manager, Coriolan Babeti, and curator,
Achille Bonito Oliva, reveals that the institute offered to make available its
exhibition space for the Biennale. The proposal is related to a possible
exhibition of artists from Balkan countries which do not have national
pavilions?. As such, Coriolan Babeti is as well second commissioner of the
Romanian Pavilion in 1993.

Outstanding as well is the presence this year of the artistic group
subREAL in one of the main exhibitions of the Biennale, and that is, named
Indicatori. Vedute sul mondo reale. The group presents here the Draculaland 3
installation, which uses the symbolism of pale related to video images of the
contemporary urban landscape.

6 Radu Varia, catalogue text XLV Esposizione Internazionale d’ Arte. Punti
cardinali dell’arte, Marsilio Editori, Venetia, 1993, p. 189.

7 The Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts, Fondo Storico La Biennale di
Venezia. Sezione di Deposito. Arti Visive, file 260, letter from 22.12.1992, sent by
curator, Achille Bonio Boliva to Coriolan Babati as answer to the cooperation proposal
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The Romanian Pavilion in 1995

The 1995 edition of the Biennale is entitled Identitd e alteritd and its
curator is Jean Clair. Romania’s participation this year is coordinated by Dan
Haulic3, in his capacity of commissioner, and Coriolan Babeti, in his capacity of
vice-commissioner. Contrasting with the last two exhibitions from the
Romanian Pavilion, when it was about the personal exhibitions of two artists,
this time we have to deal with a numerous selection of sculptors. On this
collective exhibition, the general curator of the Biennale said: “The Romanian
Pavilion is going to propose a large collective sculpture exhibition which shall
recover, with its retrospective accents, the echoes of recent development,
especially within the new generation of the years '90- ‘95, memory of this
decisive discovery. 20 sculptors amongst which some represented during the
60s-90s, both in Romania and abroad, the artistic emancipation in general and
shall be present either with three-dimensional works (wood, stone, bronze,
resin), or with projects, drawings, engraving, texts”s

The exhibition proves to be full and agglomerated, some of the artists
participating with more than one work. The list of the artists and works
exhibited in the Pavilion from Giardini is the following:

George Apostu- Father and son, 1979, wood;

Stefan Bertalan- The Cathedral, wood, plaster, color;

Mihai Buculei- The Bridge, 1983, wood, Cupola, 1985, wood, Iconostasis,
1988, wood;

Maria Cocea- Christ of Gulag, 1989, wood;

Doru Covrig- Hand, 1987, cardboard, Big Hands, 1995, polyester, White
and black hands, 1995, polyester;

Darie Dup- Auriga, 1988, wood, Soldier’s step, 1994, wood, zinc, iron;

Ovidiu Maitec, Throne, wood, bronze, Bench, wood;

Ion Nicodim - Stars I-VIII, clay and straw, fiberglass, bronze;

Neculai Paduraru- Chimera 1984, Guillotine 1989, The Scream of the
Muse [, 1990, The Scream of the Muse I 1993, bronze;

loan Parvan- Signs I, I1, II, 1994, bronze;

Constantin Popovici- Solitude, Volatile, Hecate, 1988, wood;

Mircea Roman- Auriga, 1989, cardboard, Reincarnated Spirit, 1993,
painted wood;

8 The Historical Archives of Contemporary Arts, Fondo Storico La Biennale di
Venezia. Sezione di Deposito. Arti Visive, file 2049.
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Napoleon Tiron- The Human as a Drawing in Space 1987, wood, The
Human and his Shadow, installation, drawing on the ground with wooden
sticks;

Aurel Vlad- Primordial Act, 1994, wood, Final Act [, 1994, wood;

Marian Zidaru- Saint George Slaying the Dragon, wood, 1994, Holy Saint
L I, 11, wooden installation, canvas, TV monitors, video tape, 1992-1994.

For the Romanian Cultural Institute Gallery were proposed by Coriolan
Babefi two other artists:

Paul Negu- Nine catalytic stations, 45 studies on catalytic sculpture;

Roman Cotosman- Rhythmic Void Vid, 35 collages, colored paper.

The presentation text of the exhibition, published in the general
catalogue of the Biennale, belongs to Coriolan Babeti and leaves from the
underlining of Brancusi’s importance on the Romanian sculpture in the second
half of the 20% century: “Three forces influenced creation, defining the
Romanian sculpture of the last three decades. They have certainly
characterized artistic attitudes, from language and sense focused especially on
architectonic symbolism. Motives rich in nuances interpenetrate with the
appurtenance of a unique “direct cut” imposed to the modelled shape by
emerging sculpture. They shall be enriched progressively by personal
approaches, shall become the fundament of a phenomenon, school which
marks out the strong contribution and the legendary figure of Geroge Apostu
(1934-1986). The discovery of the expression liberty by one generation of
daring youngsters in the years of illusory ideological opening (1964-1971), the
impact of European art modernity relevant by Brancusi’'s work and the natural
pressure of “wood rural civilization”, which was a functional reality with
myths, Christian and pre-Christian mixed traditions; these three aspects mark
the genesis of a new sculpture.”

During this year, the other Central-East European countries shall
exhibit in their national pavilions from Giardini the following artists: Karel
Malich for the Czech Republic, Milos Sobaic for Yugoslavia, Gyérgy Javanovics
for Hungary, Roman Opalka for Poland, Martina Kramer, Mirko Zrinscak and
Goran Petercolh for Croatia, the V.S.S. Dria Group for Slovenia, Josef Jankovic
for Slovakia.

9 Coriolan Babeti, text in Catalogue 46. Esposizione internazionale d’arte,
Marsilio Editori, Venezia 1995, p. 178.
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The Romanian Pavilion in 1997

An important turning in the evolution of the type of art “outsourced” by
Romania by the Venice Biennale shall occur in 1997. As such, as noticed by Dan
Eugen Ratiu, the new CDR-USD-UDMR governing from the period 1996-2000
promotes by the Ministry of Culture managed by lon Caramitru a reformist
vision, forwarded towards the internationalization of the Romanian culture.
There are some declared attempts of decentralization and the encouragement
of contemporary creation forms?0. One of the initiatives is the establishment
within the ministry of a department for visual art. The attention to be paid to
art and the liberalization of exhibition practices is positively reflected towards
Romania’s participation in the Venice Biennale.

Commissioner and vice-commissioner of the exhibition remain, like the
edition before, Dan Haulica and Coriolan Babeti, however, a significant impact
for the freshness of the artists selection was held by Adrian Gutd’s activity, in
his capacity of assistant commissioner.

Two important artists of the eighties were exhibited in the Pavilion
from Giardini, who shall also remain after 1990 in the area of experimental art.
Ion Bitzan shall occupy the inside of the pavilion with conceptual art projects.
He exhibits installations, with the topic of the book, symbolic object of
universal knowledge. The most important such work is the Biblion, a large
installation which imitates the appearance of a library, pseudo-books of which
bear inscriptions with the names of the great authors of humanity.

Outside the pavilion, lon Grigorescu exhibits as well a large installation,
entitled Nava (The Aisle). Fructifying his experience of church painter, the work
represents a church aisle with mural fragments.

Surprising and innovatory is as well the selection of artists proposed
for the exhibition within the Gallery from the Romanian Cultural Institute.
Teodor Graur, losif Kiraly, Gheorghe Rasovszky, Sorin Vreme shall exhibit here.
All of them are artists with preoccupations in the area of installation, of the
video art, photography, representing a generation open towards the new and
experimental.

10Dan Eugen Ratiu, Statul si cultura: concepte, valori si justificari ale
politicii culturale in Romdnia postcomunistd (State and Culture: Concepts, Values
and Justifications of the Cultural Policy in Post-Communist Romania), in Vol.
Politica culturald si artele: local, national, global (Cultural Policy and Arts: Local,
National, Global), Casa Cartii de Stiinta Printing House, Cluj-Napoca, 2011, p. 111.
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The Romanian Pavilion in 1999

The participation in the 1999 edition proves an opening towards a type
of conceptual artistic projects. It is as well the first edition a contest of projects
is organized for, won by Judit Angel and Horea Avram.

The curator Judit Angel shall work for the exhibition in the Romanian
Pavilion with the artist Dan Perjovschi, who draws, and with the subReal group,
which shall exhibit conceptual photography. Pavel Susara noticed related to
this exhibition: “Unlike many other editions, when our participation was
remarkably out of phase, old and provincial, this time it is perfectly consistent
with the movement of ideas and with the types of moral commitment form
contemporary art. Like most of the participating countries, Roménia is no
longer an ethno-historical enclave, immune to the challenges of time but
always available for self-flattering, but it is perfectly synchronized with the
languages and types of meditation and representation of nowadays world”11.

Dan Perjovschi shall initiate with this opportunity a type of artistic
practice which combines its activity of journalist-illustrator at Revista 22, to
that of conceptual artist and political activist, which shall consecrate him for
the future. The work rEst represents a series of drawings directly executed on
the floor of the pavilion and which shall be erased in six months’ time, until the
end of the Biennale, by the steps of the public. On the background of this
exhibition, the artist says: ,What | am doing right now began somewhere in
1999, with the Venice Biennale from ‘99, when I was part of a project which
won the curatorial contest organized for the first time in the post-Decembrist
history. We won but the Ministry of Culture delayed things with the budget,
until when, in despair, I told myself | was not waiting anymore, I would go
there and improvise something on the spot directly on the architecture. I had
no idea if it was possible and if it would work. I and Judit Angel, the project
curator, agreed to cover the floor, [ bought my own markers, divided the entire
floor into squares, approx. 150 square meters, and started working. People
were stepping on my stories, for six months, my stories erased, the grid
disappeared and I saw my drawings freely floating. [...] The Biennale was the

11 Pavel Susara, “Bienala de la Venetia (II) (Venice Biennale II)”, in Romdnia
literard, no.28, 1999, http://www.romlitro/bienala_de_la_venetia_ii
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first storytelling architecture story and was the moment when I mixed my
work as a journalist and that of an artist. Ever since, | have been doing that”2

The space from the Romanian Cultural Institute is managed this year by
the young curator Horea Avram, who is to propose a collective video-art
exhibition of the following artists: Alexandru Antik, Mircea Florian, Dan
Mihaltianu, Nicolae Onucsan and Alexandru Patatics.

Conclusions

The analysis of the exhibitions proposed by Romania for the
participation in the Contemporary Art Biennale in the period 1990-2000
represents a first step towards the profiling of a coherent vision on the manner
Romanian art is to be promoted abroad right after the political regime change
and the democratization of the Romanian society.

The national cultural strategies, or their lack, inevitably reflect on
contemporary art and are as visible in case of the Romanian Pavilion from
Venice, as such exhibitions are performed through the agency of the Ministry of
Culture from Bucharest. For the first edition after 1990, the commissioner of
the Romanian exhibition shall remain Dan Haulica, curatorial proposal of
which shall be sculptor Mircea Spataru. Another consecrated name, Horia
Damian, Romanian artist activity of which has been developing for some
decades in Paris, is the invitee of curator Radu Varia for the 1993 edition. In
1995 they come back to Dan Haulica, in his capacity of commissioner, the
exhibition this year being collective, reuniting sculptors of the 60s-90s.

The alignment of Romanian art presented in Venice to the tendencies of
western art shall occur pretty slowly. Only in 1997, by lon Bitzan’s and Ion
Grigorescu’s participation in the Pavilion from Giardini, the traditional art form
is abandoned in favour of installations. A step forward in the direction of
veritable and coherent integration of the Romanian contemporary art in the
international circuit shall be represented by the 1999 exhibition, curator of
which is Angel Judit, and having as invitees Dan Perjovschi and the subReal
group. This is a key moment as related to the change of optics on the type of art
Romania shall presentin the Occident.

*Acknowledgment: This work was supported by the strategic grant
POSDRU/159/1.5/5/140863, Project ID 140863 (2014), co-financed by

12Dan Perjovschi in “Interview with Dan Perjovschi”, published in Elle
Magazine in 27.04.2010, http://www.elle.ro/people/interviu-cu-artistul-dan-
perjovschi-3592/
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