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Analysis of governments and societies in the context of philosophical ideas that preceded 

them is not uncommon; the Reformation has been linked to discussions of contemporary 

American society, and Stalinist Russia has been called a “quintessential Enlightenment Utopia.”1 

Nevertheless few outside of Romania have addressed the philosophical roots of Nicolae 

Ceauşescu’s regime; even fewer have explicitly discussed the connections between his political 

philosophy and Romanticism. This is significant as, like Stalin, communist leaders and policies 

are often linked with the rationality and scientific nature of Enlightenment philosophy. Yet, 

Ceauşescu cannot be understood in this context. Instead, he should be considered an ideological 

heir of the 18th and 19th century German Romantics. 

 Between his 1968 defiance of Moscow and his death in 1989, Ceauşescu’s reliance on 

historical myth-making, his leadership cult, and the reinvention and reframing of culture to 

legitimize his rule threw Romania into an era of state-mandated neo-Romanticism. Moreover, 

while Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism was unquestionably a way for him to consolidate and 

maintain political power, critically examining the role it played in his rule acts to highlight the 

broader interplay between political legitimacy, historical myth-making, and cultural production. 

In this paper, I will first approach Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism through a discussion of the 

history and philosophy relevant to the development of the ideology, and the differences between 

18th and 19th century Romanticism and Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism; I will follow this by 

addressing the roles that historical myth-making and national art played in his regime. Finally, I 

will address the degree to which the philosophy became a part of Romanian consciousness 

during this period, if at all. 

                                                
1 Simon Tormey. Rev. of Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization, by Stephen Kotkin. Europe-Asia Studies 
1996: 1231-1236. 
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Firstly, attributing the totality of Ceauşescu’s political philosophy to 18th and 19th century 

Romantic thought would be an enormous oversimplification; while the roots of his political 

philosophy were certainly found in the writings of German Romantics like Johann von Herder, 

Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism was actually an amalgamation of this traditional Romanticism, 

Marxism, and the political philosophies of his Asian contemporaries. Even so, Romanticism 

played a privileged role, providing the structure and for the institutionalization of Ceauşescu’s 

philosophy. As a result, Romanticism is the logical starting point of a discussion of the 

Ceauşescu regime.  Yet while Romanticism proves to be a useful concept, it presents difficulties 

from the beginning. This is because Romanticism is extremely complex; even among those who 

study it, consensus on the nature of its philosophy—not to mention a specific or authoritative 

definition of the movement—is difficult to come by. As a result, for the purposes of this paper, 

Romanticism will be necessarily simplified into a relatively small number of elements. In very 

general terms, Romanticism was characterized by: 

a return to nature and to belief in the goodness of man—with the subsequent cult of “the 
noble savage”, attention to the “simple peasant”, and admiration of the violently self-
centered “hero”; the rediscovery of the artist as a supremely individual creator; [and] the 
exaltation of the senses and emotions over reason and intellect2. 
 

In addition, in Romantic thought there was an almost obsessive interest in origins and 

medievalism3, which in turn fed into the emergence of an awareness of nationalism; all of these 

overarching themes can be seen in Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism.  

It is the German political Romantics who were particularly concerned with nationalism—

and with whom Ceauşescu shares the most with. Like the political philosophers of the 

Enlightenment, the Germans were predominantly concerned with the relationship between the 
                                                
2 "Romanticism." The Columbia Encyclopedia. 6th ed. 2004. Questia. 16 Dec. 2006 
<http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=101268111>. 
3 Ibid. 
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state and the citizen, although that is where the similarities end. The Romantics almost uniformly 

rejected the notion of the social contract. Instead they envisioned a society where the, “State 

would impose itself on its citizens through sentiments of devotion, faith, and love which it would 

instigate.”4 Moreover, the State was based in neither a legal definition, nor a power relationship, 

but instead was understood as a community united in common support of a monarch or leader.5 

This, in particular, manifests in the relationship between the state—which was effectively 

Ceauşescu himself—and the Romanian people. Finally, it was with these philosophers that the 

philosophy of contemporary nationalism originated. 

In an analysis of 20th century Romania, nationalism is perhaps the most significant—and 

complicated—issue to deal with. Even when limited to the Romanian context, nationalism, like 

Romanticism, is inherently difficult to define given its numerous and varied manifestations. In 

this paper, however, nationalism will be limited to what contemporary scholars identify as 

“ethnic nationalism.” Traced back to the writings of Herder, ethnic nationalism is the 

understanding that it is a specific group—often determined by race, language, ethnicity, a shared 

history, or cultural identity—that comprises the nation. Herder in particular saw membership in a 

nation as an inherited trait, writing that nations developed when “the manners of the fathers took 

deep root and became the internal prototype of the descendants.”6 This is implies that compared 

to a civic conception of a nation, in which membership is based on shared principles, “ethnic 

nationalism claims…that an individual’s deepest attachments are inherited, not chosen.”7  

Due to the understanding of exclusiveness, ethnic nationalism lends itself well to elite 
                                                
4 Droz, Jacques. "Romanticism in Political Thought." Dictionary of the History of Ideas. 12 Dec. 2006 
<http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/cgi-local/DHI/dhi.cgi?id=dv4-27>. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Johann Von Herder, "Materials for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, 1784." Modern History 
Sourcebook. 1998. Fordham University Department of History. 29 Nov. 2006 
<http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1784herder-mankind.html>. 
7 Michael Ignatieff, Blood and Belonging. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1994: 7 
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manipulation. Along with mythologizing and the construction of history, ethnic nationalism was 

one of Ceauşescu’s major tools. Yet he was hardly the first Romanian leader to use nationalism 

as a means of furthering his political goals—Ion Antonescu profited from Romanian nationalism 

leading up to and during the Second World War, and Katherine Verdery argues that Romanian 

national identity played a role in politics prior to the turn of the century.8 That said, Ceauşescu 

was arguably much more successful. At the same time, the implementation and promotion of 

Ceauşescu’s nationalism was significantly different from that of his predecessors; this is where 

Marxism and the example set by Kim Il-sung’s personality cult become important.  

A noteworthy example of his amalgamation of different schools of thought is 

Ceauşescu’s approach to history. While the Romantics were unquestionably interested in the 

origins of their culture, they did not necessarily attempt link them with current political systems, 

nor did they see them as a direction of future evolution. Addressing this, Ceauşescu linked the 

Marxist conception of history as a progression with Romanticism’s “obsessive interest in origins 

and medievalism”9, leading to the importance of history—and resultantly, elite myth-making—in 

the legitimization of the Ceauşescu regime. In regard to this, Lucian Boia explains that during 

Ceauşescu’s rule, the, “origins [of Romania were] where legitimacy had to be sought above all,” 

and that as a result, “ancient history became even more politicized than contemporary history.”10 

In Romania during this period, central to the politicization of ancient history was the concept of 

continuity.  

Continuity as a general concept is unique to neither Marxism nor Romanian nationalism, 

                                                
8 Katherine Verdery, National Ideology Under Socialism: Identity and Cultural Politics in Ceauşescu's Romania, 
Berkeley: University of California P, 1991: 39-41 
9 "Romanticism." The Columbia Encyclopedia. 6th ed. 2004. Questia. 16 Dec. 2006 
<http://www.questia.com/PM.qst?a=o&d=101268111>. 
10 Lucian Boia, History and Myth in Romanian Consciousness. New York: Central European UP, 2001: 78 
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yet in the context of Romania, “continuity” is based in two general arguments about Romanian 

origin. While the specific arguments could be slightly different depending on the preference of 

their source—Katherine Verdery explains that they either saw contemporary Romanians as 

descendants of Roman settlers in the area, the pre-Roman Dacians, or a mixture of both Romans 

and Dacians11—generally, they were that one of these groups was the ancestor of modern 

Romanians; and secondly that Romania as a nation had been residing continuously on the 

territory since circa 100 C.E. The truth of this thesis is questionable, yet it was widely accepted 

at the time, and is still held to be true by many in Romania—perhaps due to its heavy promotion 

by the State in the Romanian educational system.12  

Yet continuity was not solely concerned with the Roman or Dacian origins of the modern 

Romanian nation and people, it also dealt with the establishment of what Lucian Boia calls a 

‘pantheon’ of Romanian heroes.13 The identification, creation, and mythologizing of such heroes 

was not an innovation of Ceauşescu’s; the pre-Ceauşescu socialist regime also practiced this, and 

in a more general sense, Communism certainly promoted the heroification of the founders of the 

system.14 Unlike his predecessors, Ceauşescu’s heroes were not explicitly linked—or not linked 

at all—with the promotion of a Communist Romania. Instead, due to the “notable shift from the 

contemporary to origins”15 that characterized the Ceauşescu regime, they were predominantly 

national heroes.  

While a variety of figures were promoted as such, the regime was above all interested in 

past leaders, principally the Dacian kings, Michael the Brave, and Stephen the Great. The 

                                                
11 Verdery, 31 
12 Mary Ellen Fischer, Nicolae Ceausescu : a Study in Political Leadership. Boulder: L. Rienner, 
1989: 186 
13 Lucian Boia, 220 
14 Lucian Boia, 219 
15 Lucian Boia, 78 
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selection of these men allowed Ceauşescu to use the medievalism of the Romantics and the 

Marxist focus on the progression of history to establish himself as an equivalent ruler. In fact, not 

only did Ceauşescu attempt to portray himself as a comparable ruler, but he used his association 

with the great leaders of the past to widen his appeal. Significantly, when he came to power in 

1968, Ceauşescu presented himself as, “a puritanical, hardworking revolutionary, devoted to the 

egalitarian goals of Marxism;” by his 1974 assumption of the title of ‘President of the Republic,’ 

he had incorporated undertones of royal symbolism into his position. 16 This movement is 

indicative of his increasingly pervasive personality cult. 

Although Mary Ellen Fischer marks his 1974 swearing in as President of the Republic as 

the point at which Ceauşescu’s cult fully emerged, its roots go back significantly farther. As 

discussed, it was in the realm of the promotion of history and the creation of heroes that 

Ceauşescu integrated Marxist thought and Romantic ideology; his personality cult finds its basis 

in the intersection of the examples set by Asian rulers—particularly Kim Il-sung, although Mao 

Tse-Dong also made an impact—and political Romanticism. It is widely accepted that after his 

1968 refusal to join an invasion of Czechoslovakia by Warsaw Pact countries, relations between 

Romania and the United States, as well as the countries of Western Europe, became much 

warmer; what many fail to mention is that the same happened with relations between the 

Communist governments of Asia and the country.17 

As a result of the newfound friendliness between the nations, in Ceauşescu and his wife 

embarked on state visits to China and North Korea. While there is some disagreement among 

sources on the exact effect of this visit, it is this visit that most discussing the rise of Ceauşescu’s 
                                                
16 Mary Ellen Fisher, 171 
17 Adam Tolnay, "Ceauşescu's Journy to the East." University College London. Four Empires and an Enlargement. 
University College London Senate House. 8 Nov. 2003. 10 Dec. 2006 
<www.Ceauşescu.org/Ceauşescu_texts/TolnayPAPER.pdf>. 
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personality cult place the 20th century roots of the cult. The June 1971 trip,  

aroused in him an admiration for [Mao’s] Cultural Revolution and for the grandiose 
spectacles dedicated to [Mao and Il-sung’s] cult[s] of personality. The stage-managed 
adulation of Mao and Kim Il-sung, so meticulously choreographed fired Ceauşescu’s 
imagination and he demanded the same upon return to Romania.18 

 
Moreover, the ‘grandiose spectacles’ and the ‘adulation of the people’ presented Ceauşescu with 

a way of extending the massive popular support from the demonstration his opposition to Soviet 

policies. While he still was looked favorably upon by the public, his 1968 act of defiance was 

quickly fading into the past. Fischer confirms this, explaining that even by this point in the early 

1970’s, “only Ceauşescu’s appeal to Romanian nationalism was genuinely successful at 

engendering widespread support.”19 

Viewed with an understanding of the German Romanticist’s conception of the  

State, a personality cult would allow Ceauşescu to consolidate and maintain power for an 

indefinite amount of time by inextricably linking himself with appeals to Romanian nationalism. 

After all, German Romantic thought suggested that legitimacy of the State was found in the “the 

mystic communion of subjects on a common faith with respect to [a] ‘beloved person,’ or loyalty 

to the monarch.”20 By 1974, Ceauşescu had fashioned himself into the ‘beloved person’ of the 

Romanian nation. While his regime’s myth-making worked to promote an exclusive nationalism 

based on the theory of continuity, Ceauşescu personalized power, and inserted himself into his 

own national myths. During this period, “Ceauşescu was described as the practical reincarnation 

of all ancestral bravery and wisdom from the Dacian kings onwards to Romania’s feudal princes 

                                                
18 Dennis Deletent, Romania Under Communist Rule. Rev. 2nd Ed. ed. Portland, OR: Center for Romanian Studies 
in Cooperation with the Civic Academy Foundation, 1999: 119. 
19 Mary Ellen Fischer, 260 
20 Ibid. 
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and the more recent fighters for national independence.”21 Yet Ceauşescu did not single-

handedly create his personality cult or popularize the philosophy that characterized it; he was 

strongly supported by Romania’s political and social elites. 

 In the context of most communist states, both Party officials and intellectuals were 

understood to be elites; intellectuals played an important role in the production of culture that 

legitimized the State. Due to the central nature of cultural production in the promotion of 

Ceauşescu’s personality cult, the subject has been widely addressed by scholars. Yet in such 

discussions—such as Verdery’s—attention is predominantly focused on the rise to elite status of 

intellectuals. Verdery notes that due to its very nature, the Communist Party created intellectuals, 

and that such intellectuals potentially threatened the Party as a result of the necessary role their 

knowledge plays in cultural production.22  

While this is likely true, it ignores certain integral elements of the production of culture in 

a state with an institutionalized cult of personality: public performance, creative works of 

writing, and perhaps most importantly, images. Although there is no question that intellectuals 

played a significant role in Ceauşescu’s Romania, from 1970 onward there was a growing 

incorporation of artists, poets, and writers into the party machinery. Unlike intellectuals, their 

output was easier to restrict, causing them to be less of a threat to the regime. Moreover, artists, 

poets, and writers created works that were easily consumable by the public. The 19th century 

Romantics celebrated, “the artist as a supremely individual creator;”23 it can be argued that they 

were similarly revered by the Ceauşescu regime. Yet under the aegis of Ceauşescu’s Marxist 

ideologies, the individualism of the artist changed into a collective act of creation. Rather than 

                                                
21 Tom Gallagher, Romania After Ceausescu. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1995: 58-9. 
22 Katherine Verdery, 88-9 
23 Columbia New Encyclopedia 
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making art, Romanian artists, poets, and writers were intimately involved in the creation of 

Ceauşescu’s idealized, neo-Romantic Romanian nation.  

Ceauşescu himself explicitly addressed this as early as 1968, explaining that, “each artist, 

in his own manner, within his own style should render the unity of ideas that dominate today our 

socialist society;”24 after 1970, state sponsored art and writing became increasingly prevalent due 

to the creation and promotion of his personality cult. Also, as a result of the suggestion that ‘the 

unity of ideas be represented,’ the majority of the national art produced under Ceauşescu dealt 

either with celebrating the Conducător or the glorification of the State’s official conception of 

Romanian history. At the same time, according to Alice Mocanescu, there had traditionally been 

some intersection between the national government and Romanian artists.25 As a result, neither 

artists nor consumers of art would have questioned the fact that art increasingly dealt with 

elements that were inherently political.  

In fact, in an essay addressing art under Ceauşescu’s regime, Mihai Risnoveanu explains 

that during this period, “state patronage was the Holy Grail”26 for those in creative fields. This, 

of course can be interpreted in several very different ways: firstly, that inspired by the newfound 

nationalist pride gripping the country, artists were eager to be involved in this rebirth of 

Romanian culture and nationalism. Particularly after Ceauşescu became President of the 

Republic in 1974, cementing his leadership cult and his philosophy, “to be a cultural 

producer…meant for a long time in Romania to have a key role in defining the nation to itself 

                                                
24 State Archive, Fond 2239, RAU File 14/1968, 357, cited in National Art as Legitimate Art 
25 Mocanescu, Alice. "National Art as Legitimate Art: 'National' Between Tradition and Ideology  
in Ceausescu's Romania." St. Antony's College, Oxford. The Contours of Legitimacy in Central  
Europe. European Studies Centre. May 2002: 7 
26 Risnoveanu, Mihai. "The Golden Epoch: Portrait of a Dictator." 
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and the world.”27 It is also worth noting, however, that it is eternally difficult for those in 

creative fields to achieve the recognition—not to mention the economic success—that they 

desire, and state patronage would certainly meet both of these desires.  

In a way, the relationship between artists and the Party echoed the medievalist aspect of 

Ceauşescu’s ideology—if Ceauşescu was the reincarnation of the medieval kings, Romania’s 

poets were his court poets. At a state ceremony, the prominent poet Adrian Păunescu read a 

poem declaring that: “[Ceauşescu] rediscovered our history unadulterated/To make us reach for 

the future in our dreams,”28 reinforcing the state sponsored concept of continuity through the 

implication that not only was Ceauşescu able to bring them in touch with their past, but also lead 

them to the future they desired. At the same event, Păunescu promised Romanians that, “As we 

follow our Hero, we overcome disasters/ As we follow our Hero, we shall be able to/ Make 

everything to the measure of our enthusiasm.”29 The hero here is unquestionably Ceauşescu, and 

the poem presents a strange combination of Romantic medievalism and Communist rhetoric, 

mirroring the ideological undercurrent of the state. Another prominent poet played on the idea 

that Ceauşescu himself was the state, explicitly calling him, “a man [who is] wise and 

courageous…in which the whole country is incarnated,”30 and going on to explain that he is 

loved “like the Romanian flag”31  

At the same time, not all the poetry of this era dealt so explicitly with Ceauşescu’s 

                                                
27 Monica Spiridon, "Inventing Romania: Nationalism and Literature in the 20th Century." Interlitteraria (2000): 76-
86. 10 Dec. 2006  
<http://www.ceeol.com/aspx/issuedetails.aspx?issueid=9e5affc6-e91b-4319-b7e2-
aa407fb3aecd&articleId=a26d8e4f-4e11-4a29-b8ca-2591250a9b0c>. 
28 Tom Gallagher, "Emerging From the Shadows: Ceausescu’s Court Poet Makes a Comeback." 
Central Europe Review (2000). 15 Oct. 2006 <http://www.ce-review.org/>.   
29 Ibid. 
30 Adrian Cioroianu,  Ce Ceausescu Qui Hante Les Roumains : Le Mythe, Les Représentations 
Et Le Culte Du Dirigeant Dans La Roumanie Communiste. Bucharest: Éditions Curtea Veche, 
2004. 
31 Ibid. 
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regime. Even so, the historical manipulations, myth-making, and Romantic ideals discussed in 

the first section of this paper were more subtly incorporated into artwork of all forms, although 

this appears to have been most prevalent in poetry and non-fiction writing. In his essay from the 

early 1980’s discussing the “spirit of Romanian poetry”, A.E. Baconsky hits on many of the  

significant element of Romanian historical myth-making—continuity. He explains that 

Romanians,  

pass for a young people, mostly because of some historical circumstances during the last 
centuries, though [they] are, in fact, one of the oldest European peoples, already formed 
in antiquity and reaching, in the Middle Ages, a flourishing development unfortunately 
ignored by the Western countries.32 
 

Baconsky denies any similarity between the Romanian poetry of his contemporaries and that of 

the late Romantic period.33 However it is clear from his explanation that, Romanian poets’ 

“favorite universe [is], of course, ageless nature,” 34 and his focus on the fact that “man himself is 

an element of nature” 35 that Romanian writers and poets exhibited an obsession with nature that 

mirrored that of the late-Romantics.  

Yet it was not just poets who paid tribute to Ceauşescu and his ideologies—homage art 

became a genre as Ceauşescu’s cult of personality intensified over the late 70’s and 80’s. As 

mentioned earlier, part of the Romanticism of personality cults rests in their very reliance on 

emotions, senses, and imagery as opposed to a government founded in objectivity. Resultantly, 

artistic and photographic representations of Ceauşescu were extremely important in establishing 

the legitimacy of his regime through their symbolic elements and the way in which they could be 

used to support the state and leader’s constructed history. Depictions of Ceauşescu tended toward 

                                                
32A.E. Baconsky, cited in: Dan Dutescu. Romanian Poems : an Anthology of Verse. Bucharest: Eminescu 
House, 1982.   
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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realism and looked quite traditional, while work dealing with the past was often surreal and 

deeply symbolic.  

As a result, perhaps the most interesting visual art to discuss in the context of neo-

Romanticism is Sabin Balasa’s work. While many of Balasa’s allusions escape those who are not 

well versed in Romanian culture and history,36 his style is often telling. Balasa himself calls his 

style “cosmic romanticism,” and it stylistically it falls somewhere between religious iconography 

and Salvador Dali’s surrealism. Comprised of images that worked to create and shape emotion, 

much of his work references the cultural heroes that Ceauşescu’s regime constructed. Figures 1 

and 2 represent Stephen the Great and the 19th century nationalist poet, 

  

Figure 137      Figure 238 

                                                
36 Like myself, for example. 
37 Balasa, Sabin. "Sabin Balasa - Official Website." Sabin Balasa. 20 Mar. 2006. 29 Nov. 2006  
<http://www.sabinbalasa.com/>. 
38 Ibid. 
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Mihai Eminescu, respectively. Both men are portrayed as spirits, looking out on the viewers, as 

if they are watching their own legacy. Additionally, Ceauşescu’s support of such images worked 

to link the leader with the legacy of his heroes—they suggest that the two men are represented in 

contemporary society thanks to the Conducător. Moreover, it acknowledges the role that 

Ceauşescu played  in ‘rediscovering’ Romanian history. 

While Balasa’s images are the most representative of Ceauşescu’s neo-Romanticism,  

portraits of Ceauşescu were significantly different than Balasa’s “cosmic romanticism”, yet still 

important to discuss. Unsurprising in the context of his personality cult “the control over the 

actual image of the Great Leader was strict,”39 and great pains were taken to insure positive 

portrayal of Ceauşescu. As mentioned earlier, most cultural production at this time was limited to 

the reinforcement and celebration of the glorious past that Ceauşescu had established, or the man 

himself. While Ceauşescu had encouraged artists to create art in their own manner,40 there were 

certain implicit guidelines that artists followed, particularly in respect to images that depicted 

him. Images of Ceauşescu “were scrutinized for blemishes or angles that would show an 

unfortunate foreshortening,” 41 and regardless of his age at the time of the painting, he was 

portrayed as he had appeared around the time of his defiance of Moscow in 1968.  

As was the case with nationalist and homage poetry, most depictions of Ceauşescu and 

Romanian history were not overt in their promotion of the regime’s interests. That said, there 

were certain motifs that tended to accompany Ceauşescu in both official and unofficial portraits. 

Firstly, he was nearly always shown near a flag, as shown in figures 3 and 4. The flags are not 

central to the images, yet instead act as a reminder of the fact that Ceauşescu had  

                                                
39 Mihai Risnoveanu, "The Golden Epoch: Portrait of a Dictator." 
40 State Archive, Fond 2239, RAU File 14/1968, 357, cited in National Art as Legitimate Art 
41 Mihai Risnoveanu, "The Golden Epoch: Portrait of a Dictator." 
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     Figure 342     Figure 443 

come to represent Romanian-ness. Ceauşescu is not simply loved “like the Romanian flag,”44 as 

one of the poets cited earlier wrote, but he is the Romanian flag.  

As is evident in figures 3, 4, and 5, homage art tended to be representational rather than 

abstract. This seems logical—as a result, the messages of his portraits were explicit, leaving little 

room for varied interpretations. Perhaps the most well known example of this extreme literalism 

is Figure 1, Dan Hatmanu’s 1983 portrait of Ceauşescu, his wife, and Stephen the Great. 

 
Figure 545 

                                                
42 Ibid 
43 Mihai Risnoveanu, "The Golden Epoch: Portrait of a Dictator." 
44 Ibid 
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At first glance, it seems that the image is a satire; the leader and his wife are shown standing next 

to a portrait of the 15th century martyr who is reaching out of the frame in order to toast 

Ceauşescu. In fact, after the painting was given to Ceauşescu as a birthday present, Hatmanu was 

questioned by the Securitate. While Hatmanu admits that the painting was perhaps 

subconsciously intended as a critique, to this day he insists that any irony was unintentional.46  

Along with obviously establishing that Stephen the Great and Ceauşescu were linked, it 

reinforces the leader’s symbolic royalty—although the prince is toasting Ceauşescu, Ceauşescu 

is looking the other direction, implying that he is superior. Moreover, although the image was 

apparently created for Ceauşescu’s 71st birthday, he seems to be somewhere between the ages of 

50 and 60. This implied agelessness was not limited to images; James Sweeney, a British 

journalist focusing on Romania, has explained that, “one of the frequent wishes addressed to him 

in the late 80’s was that he should ‘live forever for the homeland’s sake.’”47 The earnestness of 

this wish, however, is uncertain. 

Although sources disagree on the exact extent of public support for his regime, when 

viewed together, most allow for a fairly similar understanding. It seems that nationalistic fervor 

was at its height in the 1970's following Ceauşescu's successful opposition to Moscow's power, 

yet unsurprisingly it faltered in the 1980's when faced with the realities of autarkic economic 

policies, repression, and government excess. This is not particularly surprising--historically 

people have been willing to put up with a great deal of repression when their standard of living is 

reasonable, yet once their leadership begins to enact policies that limit their access to food and 

                                                                                                                                                       
45 Ibid 
46 Ibid 
47 John Sweeny, 156 
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not just their freedom of expression, people begin to question the legitimacy of the regime in 

power.  

As mentioned previously, after Ceauşescu's 1968 refusal to join the other Warsaw pact 

countries in invading Czechoslovakia, Romanians again felt proud of their nation, a sentiment 

that had been effectively quashed by the Romanian experience of World War II and the policies 

of the Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej government. Yet during the 1970’s Ceauşescu’s legitimacy 

became more and more reliant on the institutionalization of his neo-Romantic outlook—as seen 

in the development of his personality cult and his growing reliance on nationalist appeals. 

Realistically, if such appeals had not resonated in some way with the population, they would not 

have been effective methods of consolidating power. However, they were extremely successful 

for Ceauşescu.  

This would suggest that at least at the beginning, Ceauşescuism was congruent with the 

desires of the general Romanian populace. Mary Ellen Fischer confirms this, explaining that 

while immediately post-1968 Romania seemed to be expanding representation and garnered 

support from a fair number of Romanian citizens, by the 1970’s, “only Ceauşescu’s appeal to 

Romanian nationalism was genuinely successful at engendering widespread support,” and “even 

that wore thin by the early 1980’s.”48 Yet even if Ceauşescu’s nationalist appeals and romantic 

ideology lost their appeal in the 1980’s, “Romanian society [still] did not place significant limits 

on [Ceauşescu’s] choices.”49 Moreover, visual artists like Hatmanu kept painting pictures of the 

leader, and poets such as Păunescu wrote their nationalist poetry into the late days of the regime.  

                                                
48 Shafir, Michael. "Stagnation and Marxist Critique." British Journal of Political Science (1984): 443. 23 Nov. 2006 
<http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0007-1234(198410)14%3A4%3C435%3APSAMC1%3E2.0.CO%3B2-8>. 
49 Mary Ellen Fischer, 260 
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Romania from 1968 to 1989 was characterized by a pervasive neo-Romanticism. The 

philosophy shared many of the aspects of traditional Romanticism, yet augmented them with 

Marxist and Eastern authoritarianism. Moreover, while The extent to which the Romanian 

public—and even Ceauşescu himself—bought into it is debatable; scholars as well as those who 

directly lived under his rule disagree. Some feel that even Ceauşescu viewed the Romantic 

nature of his personality cult and Romantic rhetoric as little more than tools for the consolidation 

of power, yet others suggest that Ceauşescu truly awoke a nationalist fervor in Romanians that 

had been dormant since the end of the Second World War and personally believed 

wholeheartedly in his utopian Romanian fantasy. Moreover, given the difficult reality of 

widespread collaboration with the regime, it is difficult to ascertain the true extent of popular 

support from contemporary accounts. While support certainly waned in the later years, due to the 

massive cultural and artistic production that his regime funded, it is unlikely that Romania will 

ever truly be rid of Ceauşescu or his neo-Romanticism.  
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