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Romanian cinema has enjoyed something of a renaissance in recent years, and PFS has screened the best of the new wave from the former communist satellite state – The Death of Mr. Lazarescu (05), 4 Months, 3 Weeks, 2 Days (07), California Dreaming (07) and 12:08 East of Bucharest (06). The latter, a low-budget movie made with modest resources (mainly by confining most of the action to a radio studio) and a generous dollop of survivalist gallows humour, provides something of a template for tonight’s presentation, which was written by the director of 4 Months. Romanians, like many other former Eastern-bloc Communist states, are taking stock of their post-war history and trying to come to terms with its social implications. In cinematic terms, a sense of humour always helps – Good Bye, Lenin (03) used the symbolic motif of political and social amnesia to create a simulacrum of a potently nostalgic past, although the paranoid reality of the situation was probably more accurately captured in The Lives of Others (06).
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Nicolae Ceausescu was born in the village of Scornicesti, 80 miles northwest of Bucharest in 1918. He moved to the capital at the age of 11 and worked in a factory, joining the illegal Union of Communist Youth and later the Romanian Communist Party. He spent six years in prison for his political activities, and after the Russians invaded invaded Bucharest in 1944, started rising through the party ranks. He became Secretary of the Romanian Communist Party in 1954 and entered the Politburo a year later. By 1957 through to 1965 he was second-in-command to the Stalinist Gheorgiu-Dej; upon his death Ceausescu became General Secretary of the RCP and was head of state by 1967. Initially, he was admired by Western governments for taking an independent line from the Soviet Bloc, even going as far as denouncing Russia for the 1968 invasion of Czechoslovakia. Domestically, Ceausescu’s reign was marked by ruthless austerity programmes, nepotism, and an incipient personality cult. Thousand of traditional villages were razed, with their inhabitants relocated to featureless 70’s style housing projects, and any opposition was met by the feared and loathed secret police, the Securitate. Ceausescu took to carrying a sceptre in public and christened himself ‘The Genius of the Carpathians’. Newspapers were obliged to mention his name 40 times on every page, while factory workers spent months rehearsing dance routines in bizarre tableaux that saw them spelling out his name with their bodies. Visits to farming collectives were enhanced by displays of polystyrene meat and fruit, as productivity, hampered by economic sanctions, had declined to virtually nothing. A photo opportunity with French president Giscard d’Estaing revealed the Romanian leader to be considerably shorter than his Gallic counterpart; nor was he wearing a hat. Some pre-Photoshop manipulation gave him the height and a new hat but the retoucher hadn’t noticed Ceasescu carrying another hat in his hands. Such incidents took on the power of urban myths, as screenwriter Cristian Mingiu explains – “These tales reflect the humour we needed to survive the period, these legends are definitely real things that happened. When Tales From the Golden Age was released in Romania, I launched a competition on the internet to find the best ones from the 80’s. I'll tell you a good one that didn’t make it into the film. It was very difficult and expensive to transport dead bodies to be buried in their hometown and so some people offered this service more cheaply. They would buy a regular ticket for the corpse, pour lots of booze on him and carry him on to the train saying, ‘The old man drank a bit too much.' One day they had to take a guy to a town 15 hours from Bucharest. At one point the two people accompanying him went off to the restaurant car to have a drink and left him in the compartment with a young couple. Fifteen minutes later the train went into the mountains and started to shake, and the corpse fell forward into a young lady's lap. As her fiancé pushed him back up, the old man's head slammed against the window and he fell onto the floor. Discovering he was dead, the couple panicked and threw him out the window. When the escorts came back, they said, ‘So where's grandpa?' and the couple said, ‘He got off at the last station.' In the end the young man was sent to prison for killing somebody who was dead already. It's a spectacular story, but the context was so complicated to explain. And I didn’t think people would believe it really happened. When I was looking back at that period, it was very difficult to think of a single mood. So I decided to make several films.” Indeed, the film has been released to different countries in varying narrative formats, depending on what is most likely to appeal to a particular audience’s sense of humour. "Technically it's complicated: we have to distribute each episode on a different reel. And there are four different sets of credits."
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