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 The topic of the given PhD’s thesis focuses on the art of the generation of the 80’s,  more 

specifically on the international neo-expressionism and on post-modernism in Romania. 

Because I consider that the area of my studies has not been thoroughly approached and that 

the opera of the artists included in my studies is less familiar to the average public, especially 

to the young public. I have tried a parallel between the two currents /trends in antithesis, 

which are most of the times placed at the opposite pole, sometimes geographically, other 

times discursively. The history of arts, preserving only the peaks of a generation, has outlined 

in time groups of artists, whom we now know as the generation of the eighties, now easily 

recognizable. 

In recent years, ceramics has been the focus of the artistic system at an international 

level. Interest also materialized in the recent publication of the people of Phaidon Press, the 

album Vitamin C - Clay and Ceramics (Vitamin C - Clay and Ceramics 2017), dedicated to 

contemporary ceramics. The album analyzes and at the same time promotes ceramics 

practiced by artists, distinct from ceramics of the craftsmanship. The trustees that have 

contributed to the album Vitamin C promote a clear distinction between the ceramist guild 

and the artists working in ceramic materials. Their delineation is extremely clearly 

articulated, which I consider benefic as it clarifies certain misunderstandings or tense 

negotiations of these borders, in the past. 

Outside the borders of the country there are museums, Kunstverein-s or private 

galleries specialized only in objects made by the Ceramic craftsmen, and not by artists who 

use ceramic materials to express their ideas. In this doctoral thesis I also refer only to artists 
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who use different materials for their artistic expression, not to the craftsmanship of craftsmen 

who excel in working with a certain material. The launching of the album Vitamin C - Clay + 

Ceramic (Vitamin C - Clay + Ceramics, 2017 ) underlines the presence of ceramics as the focus 

of global art in recent years. In parallel, in recent years, many galleries either have exposed 

ceramics at art fairs or have opened many exhibitions in which artists have preferred to 

exhibit ceramic works. I think it is still a period of international synergy, which has ceramic in 

its center.  

 The thesis is structured in three major chapters, with related sections, as follows. In the 

first chapter, Neo-Expressionism in International Art, focuses on the wider artistic scene from 

abroad. Neo-Expressionism has never reported itself to postmodernism in Romania, though 

the artistic scene of the place, longing for information from the outside, was definitely in a 

continuous redefinition, reporting itself to what was happening outside the country, tendency 

also highlighted by the interviews conducted in the course of my doctoral research. 

 Neo-Expressionism is a trend which has kept few representatives, although there have 

been many painters whom history has kept too little in the memory of the collections of the 

art museums. These few representatives, in the eighties, despite having been criticized by 

many of the trustees/curators for the market over-saturation and for shaping extravagant 

personalities have managed to create an artistic movement. But their purpose was not to 

create an artistic movement, as each artist worked independently and had a well-defined 

personality. 

  International neo-expressionism can be placed and categorized in antithesis with 

the Romanian post-modernism. A parallel can nevertheless be made between private galleries 

and the plastic artists’ union of the eighties. I consider it superficial to trace very clear 

boundaries between the postmodernism in the country and the Western postmodernism, 

because Romanian artists have begun to experiment quite early but did not name their 

practice directly, as they were not promoters in theory. Neo-Expressionism  abroad appeared 

in the mid-1960s when a type of conceptualism that did not concern postmodernism was still 

practiced in Romania. The very clear borders appear too little in the Romanian art of the 

eighties,  especially because the practice of artists was shifting from one period to another. 

The representatives of neo-Expressionism did not have to relate to an authoritarian 

system, they only related to the artistic scene and to the history of art. As free artists, they 

cooperated with private art galleries and took part in a more settled artistic system, which 

could not apply to Romania as well. In Romania, the artistic scene was built around the Union 

of Fine Artists (UAP), with little dissident exceptions or artists working underground. For this 

reason, the neo-expressionist painting was not present on the artistic scene in Romania. Neo-

Expressionists often produced a type of painting sought by commercial art galleries and 

exhibited their works at art fairs. Since they were inexistent in Romania, the artistic field of 

that period was differently contoured. Artists could though sell their works, either informally 
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or most often through the Union of Fine Artists (UAP), as evidenced by the documentary 

sources which I have used for the given PhD thesis. Therefore, for the artists of the eighties, 

everything was built around the union like the wool on the spindle (Ion Grigoresc in Kiraly, 

2012). Unlike the Romanian artists of the period under analysis, the neo-expressionist artists 

were not assigned workplaces by the state nor were they supported by the economic units 

(factories) in the field. However, a part of them were supported by Michael Werner Gallery, an 

gallery existing since 1963 and still active. Its role was decisive in shaping neo-expressionism 

as we know it today. There are of course many structural and institutional differences 

between the contexts in which the neo-Expressionist artists and the Romanian artists acted 

and worked, a major one being between a private gallery and a state union. Nevertheless, it 

was the reality in which these artists worked, a reality that still influences the situation of 

neo-expressionists. 

 The second chapter, Postmodernism and experiment in the art of the eighties in Romania, 

is structured in three different sections. The first of them focuses on the art of the 1980’s in its 

social and institutional context, starting from the stories of the artists who were active at that 

time, having as documentary sources articles from the Arta Magazine (numbers published in 

the 1980’s), interviews produced within the Project Testimonies XXI - Revisiting the Past 

(coordinated by Aurora Kiraly, 2012) and interviews with artists who live and work in Cluj, 

realized by me during my doctoral research. The artists’ experiences underline the 

development, in  the 1980s, of a new cultural strategy in a defensive direction, a direction that 

did not want to fight the existing cultural formations but tried to build an alternative with 

different rules. It is a modest alternative, marginal in nature therefore hard to be localized by 

the system. Similarly, we can trace a parallel between the international eighties and the 

eighties in Romania. There are lots of artists who state during the interviews that there were 

materials up to date in the libraries of the country, and that information was updated on what 

was happening abroad. It is the interviews as well that allow us create an image of what 

postmodernism meant in Romania, in parallel with postmodernism outside the country. We 

understand from one of the interviews that although libraries had subscriptions to the 

international magazines, there were few who had the courage and even dared to study or 

borrow them. I think that a feature enough important in shaping postmodernism in the 

eighties is the fact that many artists in their interviews remember of other colleagues and 

thus the movement is in a continuous redefinition. The critic Magda Cârneci (2012) relates 

about exhibitions impossible to achieve at present, describing a past time which she is trying 

to rebuild. In another interview, Mihai Oroveanu (2016) describes the almost complete 

destruction of Romania's art archives, which largely disappeared during the communist 

period, and at the same time, exposes the extremely active character of the critics of that 

period. 

  In the same second chapter, I bricolage and re-interpret a series of stories about 

the 1980s published in the Art Magazine. Through this bricolage I have tried to emphasize the 
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reality of the artists’ lives in that specific period, this publication being their only way of 

expressing themselves in a specialized magazine. Although the magazine was controlled and 

censored by a committee, articles on quality exhibitions were published there. For example, 

Geta Bratescu, who worked for the magazine as well, was very present in the publications of 

Arta Magazine. Wanda Mihuleac as well has often published in the Arta Magazine, sometimes 

even reviews of some foreign exhibitions to which she had participated. At a first sight we 

might consider that there was no dissident art in Romania, and that because many artists 

preferred to remain anonymous, as they knew there was a censure and their art could have 

been refused by art saloons. Many exhibitions were closed, just before opening because they 

did not reflect the ideology of the time. Just as many writers have kept their texts in the 

drawers, plastic artists have exhibited their works in small circles in workshops. 

 Having in mind the importance played by the Union of Fine Artists in the artists’ life, I 

also bring into my doctoral thesis an analysis of the relationship between the artists and the 

Union, relations which also implied providing a working place for artists by the state. The 

workshop becomes extremely important to an artist, for neo-expressionists as well and also 

for the artists of the eighties in Romania. The workspace is different from the house, it is a 

chosen space, distinct from the plebeian space (Geta Bratescu in Kiraly 2012). In my doctoral 

thesis I introduce several artistic workshop practice of certain artists of the Romanian 

eighties. I was particularly interested in the workshops of the ceramists of the eighties, who, 

being supported by specialized factories, turn the concept of workshop into a more open and 

social space. This phenomenon is no longer present except for the faculties that cooperate 

with certain specialized factories. During the communist era, artists would receive a working 

space through the UAP. Even though this was often difficult, once the workshops were 

acquired, they remained for the use of an artist for life, in return for a modest monthly rent. 

 The second section of the second chapter, Postmodernism and the tunes/tones  of 

experimentalism in the ceramics of the eighties treats  different valences of artistic approaches 

of the ceramic art and discusses the Romanian art postmodernist elements during the 1980s. 

From postmodernism to experimentalism and from a dissident air to the workshop ceramics, 

the Generation of the ´80s has developed a plastic language which forms the basis of the 

approach to the artistic object of nowadays. I think that my artistic career has been strongly 

influenced and that I have learned from this generation a type of language formed of a recipe 

of  thinking tools (Drișcu, 1987; Toncian 2008a) in the absence of which I could not have 

practiced the workshop ceramics. The same as we can draw a parallel between the generation 

of the 1970’s and the generation of the beginning of the 2000’s, there are elements of 

correspondence between the 1980s and the present time. The artists of the 1980s had a rich 

workshop practice, as they were supported by specialized factories, being thus able to 

develop their projects materially supported of the institutions of the state. The dissident spirit 

was well concealed, being expressed rather through a language encrypted in techniques and 

symbols. Compared to contemporary artists, the  Generation of the ‘80s had a transcendental 
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nature developed through a verticality that made aesthetics slide into a particular ethics. 

Transcendental in the sense that each artist created his own personality. The nowadays 

generation refers to the art market, whereas the Generation of the 80’s created well-defined, 

independent personalities that could develop as they wished as long as they did not engage in 

explicit criticism of the regime.  

 My option to investigate the art of the eighties comes from a need to clarify the influence 

of a vocabulary which is paradoxically built in tight connection with the UAP being at the 

same time dissent on my work practice. It is an antithetic mélange that still exists today, 

which functions within the capitalist society. Tones of experimentalism is a section that refers 

to the few cases of before Decembrist dissidence in Romania and to the implications which 

these artists had in the configuration of recent Romanian art. Many artists have worked 

somewhat duplicitously, in the sense that they would make client-oriented works for the 

union and, developing, at the same time, their own art independent of the requirements by 

UAP. 

 From a methodological point of view, the present thesis relies on materials gathered for 

three years, an interval in which I had taken interviews from artists, I have consulted specialty 

magazines and various articles published in various books. Once my doctoral topic chosen, I 

have begun to look for materials and have noticed initially that there were few writings about 

the period of the eighties in the Romanian art. After I have studied the books of Magda Cârneci 

and of Adrian Guță, I accidentally found several old numbers of the Arta Magazine and several 

interviews included into the more complex project Testimonies XXI – Revitalizing the past 

(Kiraly, 2012), which give a well-defined image of the period of the eighties. The 

documentation process was also facilitated by the fact that the period which I studied is not 

quite far from nowadays, which gave me access to artists who have been and are still active. 

They were more than eager to talk about the eighties. The international neo-expressionism is 

though better documented, with more significant sources than the art of the 80s in Romania. 

On the other hand, the only representative of the neo-expressionism whom I interviewed was 

Markus Lüpertz, to whom I express my gratitude again. Ie also had a short dialogue with Enzo 

Cucchi. I would have liked to interview Georg Baselitz, but perhaps the expectation of a 

meeting would have gone beyond my doctoral thesis deadline. 

The third chapter, entitled The Art of the Generation of the Eighties Brought in the 

present, approaches, on one hand, the methods in which the art of the eighties is recovered in 

various current exhibition demarches and documentary approaches, and on the other hand, 

the way in which the artists of the eighties, especially the ceramists, have influenced the 

personal artistic practice of recent years. We notice that the recovery of the art of the eighties 

in Romania is more nuanced during the recent years, more complex and perhaps less 

ideological than the previous attempts, and such examples are the Art Biennial of Timisoara – 

Art Encounters, the Romanian Pavilion within the Art Biennale of Venice, 2019, plus other 
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smaller earlier projects that announced the change of paradigm in the analysis of the art of the 

1980s. 

In the first section of the third chapter I focus my analysis on the exhibition presented 

at the Romanian pavilion within the Venice Biennial in 2019. I bring forward and debate this 

biennial because this year, Romania's pavilion is represented by three artists of the 

generation of the eighties. More specifically, the artists Dan Mihălţianu, Miklos Onucşan and 

Belu Simion Făinaru, respectively the curator Cristian Nae represent Romania's pavilion at the 

58th edition of the Biennial. The project with which they won the contest is entitled 

Unfinished Conversations on the Weight of Absence. The name itself seems to reflect their 

condition of artists discovered late, the weight being that of their absence from the artistic 

scene during the communist period. Cristian Nae (2019) notes that both Miclos Onucşan and 

Belu Simion Făinaru work differently but complementarily, with notions such as: absence, 

void, vacuum, which are important topics for these artists. 

 Besides the fact that the absence is a recurrent topic of the works of the three artists, 

they belong to a generation called the generation of the eighties, with no further classification. 

A postmodern generation which also practiced neo-expressionism, a generation extremely 

complex. There would be many artists able to create a retrospective exhibition - the exhibition 

should have included at least 20, 30 names. But those representatives who can interact 

together in a certain context were elected, as sustained by Cristian Nae (2019), the curator of 

the exhibition. 

 Towards the end of my thesis I reflect on and analyze the influence of the art of the 

eighties on personal artistic practice. After graduating the University of Visual Arts of Cluj, I 

have allowed myself a work break to concentrate more on conceptual objects. This period has 

helped me build a perspective in rethinking ceramics within the contemporary. In the last 

three years I started to work ceramics again, after a seven-year break after graduating from 

the faculty. My option for ceramics came from an acute need to reconnect myself with the 

material I feel best working with, the clay. Fortunately, my return also synchronized with a 

revival of ceramics in international contemporary art, the proof being the publication of 

Vitamin C - Clay and Ceramic (2017)of the publishing house Phaidon Press, an album which 

brings together a large number of artists working in ceramics. 

The phenomenon of the return to ceramics became possible from a need to reconnect 

with the raw material, such as clay, in a society slowly absorbed by technology and by 

consumerism. This need has determined many artists rethink their artistic career and 

incorporate ceramics into their artistic practice. It is a synergy started from the initiative of 

artists who had not either previously worked with ceramics or who did not have ceramics as 

the main work object or as a first technique of their artistic practice. This phenomenon has 

coincided with the new trajectory of my artistic practice. In 2016 I opened an exhibition at the 

Sabot Gallery where I exhibited a series of twenty ceramic objects that were randomly placed 
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on painted canvas. The exhibition was entitled Cashmere Thoughts and referred to braided 

thoughts about the condition of art in Romania and abroad. Besides the fact that ceramics was 

the field in which I graduated at the faculty, I chose to exhibit my works in this environment 

because ceramics had been absent on the artistic stage of Romania for a while and I thought it 

would be an attempt to recover it. 

 By the exhibition from the Gallery Sabot I tried a transfer from the craftsmen guild to 

the conceptual guild. Thus, the objects carved of ceramic material formed a whole that 

questioned and restored the boundaries between craft and conceptual art. Objects with a 

chameleonic glaze could be placed anywhere, thus integrating in any context. In the past, in 

the 1980s, artistic ceramics tried to position itself in relation to utility ceramics, taking a firm, 

totally different position. At present, artistic ceramics needs only to appear to gain a direct, 

undisputed position. The relationship with clay is a fascinating one for the artistic system, it 

involves the immediate connection with the basic matter, with earth. In the decade we live in 

ceramics becomes immediately antithetical in relation to technology and to new 

environments. We could say that ceramics is from this point of view privileged at this 

moment. The artist's relationship with clay at work is probably the most direct connection. 

Through this relationship the volume becomes contours and rise walls which shall eventually 

give the final shape to the construction. If for architecture, which is an inhabited sculpture, 

intermediaries are needed to build, engineers, builders, workers in ceramics the artist places 

his hand directly on the raw material and gives the form to a construction. What is important 

for the artist in my opinion is the relationship with the gallery man, which most of the time 

should be most constructive.  The gallery man can function for young artists as a counch, 

besides their role of promoters.   

In recent years, the Romanian artistic scene has focused more on efforts to be 

internationally recognized than on innovation. Besides the critical spirit in art, I think the 

innovative side is very important. It destabilizes and reorganizes hierarchs and nourishes the 

spirit with the emergence of the new. The new must be helped, stimulated, even if it emerges 

from a mistake, it needs a predetermined platform to be recognized and ranked. In Romania, 

private galleries began to appear in the early 2000s, first in Bucharest, the H'art Gallery 

followed by the Plan B gallery in Cluj, and in Bucharest by the Galleries Andreiana Mihail and 

Ivan Gallery. Since the early 2000s and so far in 2019 the galleries of Romania have gained 

experience, they have participated to international art fairs, thus we can already refer to a 

national art system. In Cluj, in 2008, a quite compact team was formed with Fabrica de 

Pensule, which later split into two parts, namely the Fabrica de Pensule and the team of 

galleries and artists from the Center of Interest. If at the beginning the artistic scene in 

Romania was more concise, at present, in 2019 it becomes more and more fragmented in 

galleries, institutions and separate groups. 

 The interest to explore the differences between the life of an artist in the 1980s, as I 

perceive and understand it, respectively the conditions of possibility of the artist in the 
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nowadays world has also motivated me in the work exhibited at the Art Biennial of Timisoara 

- Art Encounters 2017 - Life - Usage mode. The project was entitled "Workshop 1980", and I 

imagined it and constructed a workshop of ceramist of the eighties from the scratch. The 

workshop contained ceramic works, a shelf, an easel and a work slap. The ceramic works 

were taken for works from the eighties. They were lightly arranged in the workshop as if they 

were actually stored. Among them there was a burnt clay plate on which I printed a roasted 

corn cob, an oversized glazed clay key, a replica to Brâncuşi, which represented a full cup and 

other objects. The workshop-plant was transmitting a working state. Starting from the idea of 

an installation I came to create a replica of a workshop of the eighties. It was not personalized, 

but it could have belonged to any ceramist of the eighties, as it had a neutral air and could 

have been placed anywhere in the world, the only recognizable side being an ancestral one. 

Having a workshop was very important to the artists of the eighties, though many of them 

opted for a more conceptualist side or explored the field of performance. The workshop was 

the place where meetings were held, where works were exhibited and where artists were 

working, it defined the artist as part of the artistic world. 

Another artistic approach I have recently worked on was a serialization inspired by 

Eugenia Pop's works. I wrote words on some clay tablets. The clay is left unglazed and the 

plates recall the first Sumerian writings. This year I started working on a series of heads that I 

call the hashtag newspaperhead, headlines. These heads are empty on the inside, they are 

made of clay walls and have holes instead of their eyes and mouth. They recall the African 

figures and implicitly lead us to think of local mannerism. I think it is very important to have a 

better understanding of the object in the contemporary world and an acute need for the new 

to appear.  

Nowadays ceramics is not trying to save the world or to demonstrate extraordinary 

abilities; on the contrary, it seeks to emphasize the local, the particularity and the uniqueness 

of each individual. Emphasis is placed on people's faults, on the perishable and on 

individuality. And yes, ceramics is needed in a world where technology advances at full speed. 

Ceramics is needed to remind us that we are human. Nowadays the hobby is revalued and 

therefore the famous intuition of Andy Warhol becomes true, according to which "in the 

future every man will be a star for five minutes." In a time in which technology advances every 

day, we need a direct touch with the clay to remain anchored in reality, but also to understand 

history.  

 The research demarches on the proposed doctoral thesis, the reconstruction of a period 

of the recent Romanian art started from the idea of an object of my parental home. In the past, 

my grandmother created a pot built from the shards gathered from the broken dishes in 

moments of family  turns. The vase made by her was like a mosaic of the fragments of former 

vessels which she glued on an existing vessel. In the Orient there is even a ceramic technique 

in which fragments are glued with gold to rebuild a broken dish. The same as my 

grandmother rebuilt the dish, I tried to gather together pieces of the eighties with information 
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from books and magazines, from interviews taken in other projects or conducted by myself 

during my doctoral research. 

 By using the artists' stories, I have intended to document the life and the practice of 

artists at a time which I only lived towards its end in my childhood. The in-depth interviews 

with artists of the eighties were intended to outline their lives in a period of the past, both 

inside and outside the workshop, through the part played by the exhibitions and by their 

belonging to the Union of Fine Artists on the journey of the artists of the 1980 Generation. I 

only lived the last years of communism, the hardest period by its austerity and "final crisis". If 

family history is harder to rebuild, as there are few written materials and photographs that 

can be reinterpreted and re-imagined, I hope I have been able to shape a clearer perspective 

on the art of the generation of the eighties, and to draw more convincing bridges between the 

practice of some emblematic artists of that period and the recent trends of my artistic 

practice. 


