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SYNOPSIS OF THE MAIN IDEAS

In the interwar Romanian culture, Contimporanul (1922-1932) remains not only the
longest running literary and artistic avant-garde magazine, but also the most intricate, due to the
complexity of its socio-political and cultural program.

Contimporanul undergoes three different stages of evolution, being a panopticon of
literary and artistic options, unlike other avant-garde groups — such as 75 H. P. (1924), Punct
(1924-1925), Integral (1925-1928), Alge (1930-1931) or unu (1928-1932), that all define their
program in reaction to the Contimporanul, developing certain artistic and literary moves already
introduced by it. What differs in these three stages of development is the group’s center of
interest; overall, nonetheless, it has one concern: what is the best way to modernize Romania?

The answer to this question reflects the political and cultural ideology of Contimporanul,
meaning it brings out the group’s shared interests and aspirations, their socio-political and artistic
ideas and the way they’re being formulated.

The investigation started from the analysis of the magazine’s political and cultural
content from 1922-1929, in the effort to reconstitute Contimporanul’s political and cultural
ideology and to clarify the political and cultural options of the editorial board. The work offers
an analysis of the social and political material from 1922-1923, in the attempt to reenact the
whole picture of the magazine’s editorial program and to spell out the doctrinary option of the
group — since the scholarship on the topic so far only managed to agree on the rather obvious and
superficial placement of the group to the left of the political spectrum, yet without spelling out a
specific doctrine. The way the paper tackles the issue with reference to the magazine’s artistic
and literary program falls within the studies about Romanian avant-garde concerned with the
analysis of the dynamics of the local modern artistic and literary groups. However, unlike this

body of research, our paper does not follow through such an investigation, but makes an inquiry



on the cultural ideology of Contimporanul per se, which comes to light by comparing the group’s
cultural project to other relevant theoretical takes on the development of the Romanian culture
from the second part of the 19" century onward. In this respect, the paper offers another
approach to Contimporanul, discussing it in relation to the local reflections on cultural policy.
This approach leaves the theoretical frame of the literary history and opens up a broader cultural
perspective.

Analyzing Contimporanul’s political content from 1922-1923 we came to find that the
majority of its collaborators — lon Vinea, Dem. Theodorescu, Tita Bobes, Marius Lotar, Andrei
Braniste, Jacques G. Costin, Stefan F. Vidran, Stefan Antim, Horia Maniu, Horia Verzeanu,
Eugen Filotti, Nicolae Davidescu, Vladimir Nicoard, Petre Cioraneanu, S. C. Irne, Ion Calugaru,
Felix Aderca, V. Danoiu and others — are criticizing both the government’s decisions (presided at
the time by the leader of the National Liberal Party, Ion I. C. Bratianu) and those taken by the
left-wing or left-leaning opposition parties (the Socialist Party, the Peasants Party and the
National Party from Ardeal). Their analysis of the political field is based rather on mainstream,
broad democratic ideals, such as those of political representation, political plurality and the
uphold of the human political rights and liberties, whilst the group declares its moral
commitment to shape the political culture of its target audience, the urban youngsters, by

“promoting the ancient idea of humanity and democracy’™

. The magazine covers the more
relevant political events and themes of the time: the Process in Dealul Spirii, the Constitution
from 1923, the economic policies after the Great War and the Romanian anti-Semitism. On all
occasions, the “contemporaries” suggest that they argue not in some party’s interest, but solely
with the national interest in mind. Nevertheless, on many occasions, the discourse in
Contimporanul seems similar to that found in other leftist magazines, socialist or social-
democrat publications — but not communist — with whom it shares the aversion towards the
National Liberal Party’s policies. Bearing similar ideological views, Contimporanul criticizes the
economic policies of the National Liberal Party, which, allegedly, would foster the political
hegemony of the National Liberal Party; disapproves the use of force against the political
adversaries of the National Liberal Party and their bullying (as is the case of the arrest of the
socialists and the “official crimes”); and condemns the feet-dragging of the authorities in

stopping the anti-Semitic violences. But Contimporanul’s arguments are nonetheless not always

! Ibidem.



in line with those found on the Left — a proof that, among the leftist magazines, this publication
is of a dissenting opinion and it does not promote the agenda of a political party. For instance, in
the discussions on the constituency, the commentators do not simply accuse the liberal character
of the states’ fundamental act. The points made by Eugen Filotti and Jacques G. Costin reveal
that the group has a political ideal, meaning it wishes that the Romanian state had a more
progressive, secular form, on the French model, in which religion is a private, not a public
matter, and the political body is comprised of citizens, regardless of their ethnicity, religion or
sex — the group’s expectations are unrealistic, still they count for the fact that at Contimporanul
judgments are passed by upholding the highest democratic principles. Then, unlike other leftist
publications, at Contimporanul, Marius Lotar, Eugen Filotti and Nicolae Davidescu disapprove
the idea of creating an “opposition bloc”, by reasoning that one cannot artificially create a
political representation, that there already is a political plurality in Romania and that one must
rather consolidate the political forces among the opposition. At this point, the “contemporaries”
seem dissatisfied with the lack of solidarity among the members of the parties from the political
opposition, with their lack of program, charisma and disregard of national interest. Hence, the
critiques addressed to the socialist leaders that decided the party’s affiliation to the Comintern.

In a lopsided political situation, it seems likely that, by taking up the most important
talking points of the opposition, Contimporanul is interested and working towards the goal of
strenghtening the opposition so as for it to become a viable force in the next elections and an
option for an alternative government. However, we did not come across any calls (slogans or
propaganda) for the employment of radical or extreme means for achieving such political goals
(coup d’etat, revolution, or violent dissent). On the contrary, the “contemporaries” seem
interested in the health of the Romanian parliamentary life and in the design of a proper space for
political dialogue and debate. Furthermore, they reason against such political means when lon
Vinea, V. Danoiu and Horia Verzeanu discuss the “proletarian revolutions” in Russia and
Bulgaria and the ideologies of the time. It seems that the group is rather calling for a government
that represents the interests of the majority (i.e. the peasantry and the proletariat), but this change
of government must take place — as the texts prove — by democratic election.

All in all, the analysis of the political content of the magazine from those first couple of

years leads to the conclusion that the group around Contimporanul discusses and thinks upon the



Romanian political life in democratic terms, hence, it could be placed, in the doctrinal plane,
rather on the side of the Social-democrats, not in that of the Bolsheviks.

The investigation of the artistic and literary content of Contimporanul, from 1923-1929
indicates that the group reflects upon the problem of the synchronicity of the Romanian culture
to the European culture. To illustrate the cultural politics of the magazine we compared the
groups’ conception about the relation of the Romanian culture with the European culture and that
of arts and literature with the most visible and influent models they had at hand: Titu
Maiorescu’s “organicist” critique (the theory of the “forms without content”); E. Lovinescu’s
“synchronism” theory; and C. Dobrogeanu-Gherea’s “art with tendency”’conception.

In this respect, the “contemporaries™’s cultural diagnosis was confronted with Titu
Maiorescu’s and with that of E. Lovinescu. As Titu Maiorescu before, Tita Bobes and others
have criticized the configuration of the cultural institutions and the incompetence of their
directors, as well as the lack of cultural sensibility and the intellectual backwardness of the
Romanian public.

Maiorescu thought that, in the distant future, the Romanian culture’s relation to a more
»civilized” culture could define its developmental path and that, in this relationship, the
Romanian culture could act either as a passive (submissive) or an active (partnership) agent. The
“contemporaries” answer Maiorescu’s prudent reflection, stating that the Romanian culture is at
the present time participating to the life of the European culture, hence, the relation between the
two cultures could be seen as one of partnership. To substantiate such claim, the
“contemporaries” prove they are familiar with the new cultural trends and that they actively play
a role in the life of the continental artistic avant-gardes, by creating art and literature “for
export”. In their opinion, this active exchange proves the synchronicity of the Romanian culture
with the European culture. Therein, unlike in E. Lovinescu’s views, Contimporanul sees the
Romanian cultural products are no longer “imported”. They are the result of a critical reflection
upon the autochthonous material and the artistic and literary principles of the European avant-
garde.

In this regard, the ,,contemporaries” anchor the Romanian identity in the European
identity, meaning the literary and artistic creations are considered simultaneously representations
of the Romanian and of the European “soul” — which, for instance, counts for their preference for

the “primitive” art, for “pure”, reduced-to-essentials color, form and expression.



There is no coincidence that Contimporanul throws its support behind specific artistic
movements such as constructivism, futurism or abstractionism and that it creates in accordance
with their respective principles. These currents offer a representation of the “spirit of the age” —
defined by technical innovation, urbanization and mass communication — seeking the best way to
express it, and reinforce the idea that both physical and spiritual distances are overcome. “The
spirit of the age” operates a change at the level of the human consciousness and sensibility,
creating a unique style across the European continent, resisting to individualism and
fragmentation and assimilating the national character of the cultures.

Due to the unifying effect of the “spirit of the age” the problem of the cultural import can
no longer be put in the terms of an “organic” development of the culture, nor in that of “leaps”.
E. Lovinescu’s “revolutionary synchronism” is radically rethought because, as Vera Calin
noticed, it can no longer provide an explanation for the fact that the Romanian artists and writers,
from the period symbolically labeled “modernist”, became leaders of the Western avant-garde
movements. For Contimporanul, the Romanian culture is undeniably unimitative, however not in
the way Lovinescu conceived the term when he analyzed the Romanian modernist movements —
as he claimed there is a process of adaptation of the “foreign” forms to the local context. The
“contemporaries” are cosmopolites, meaning they claim there is an intercultural exchange taking
place, an exchange that invites the simultaneous critical reflection upon the national cultural
material and that of the artistic and literary principles of the international avant-gardes. The
“cosmopolitan imagination” comes with the rethinking of the “national specificity”, a process
that redefines this specificity and renders it not as an element that isolates ones culture, but as a
mark of cultural diversity — hence the artistic and literary principles of the European avant-gardes
are processed and converted (differentiated) in accordance to the internal needs and means of the
local culture. Taking this cosmopolitan view, Contimporanul aims at anchoring the Romanian
identity to the European identity, whereas art and literature are simultaneously the result of a
“native” disposition — “of a profound oral culture”, as Marin Mincu argues — and that of an
European “soul”.

At Contimporanul, the Romanian culture becomes part of the larger constellation of
cultures of the European continent, whilst its members seek, along with those abroad, the
expression for the age’s new style, under the impulse dictated by the “spirit of the age”. The

bilateral exchange is facilitated by progress, especially by the development of the mass



communication and the new media. All cultural products are the result of this process of
subjection to the “spirit of the age” — that oversees and directs the cultural trends — which, as
said, changes the human perception and sensibility, and gives way to an “intellectual
international”, where the spiritual geography prevails over the physical.

Within this framework, the ,,contemporaries” imagine — in a utopian fashion —, a
“spiritual international” or an “intellectual international”, which reflects this atmosphere of
mutual encouragement and urge to identify, create and express the style dictated by the spirit of
the age. In fact, this ideal is shared by all European avant-gardes, which dream of reconfiguring
the continents geography (eliminating the language barrier) and give a positive sense to
multiculturalism. In this configuration, one no longer refers to “isolated”, peripheral cultures, but
speaks of ideas and conceptions that go across the continent “as a unifying current” and invites to
cultural dialog and reflection. Only by such arrangement, the Romanian culture emerges as
integrally synchronous to any other western culture.

Identifying the political ideology of the magazine from 1922-1923 becomes useful in
clarifying some of the aspects of its cultural ideology. The year of 1923 can be understood also
as transitional: from the analysis and discussions on national politics to the actual formulation of
artistic and literary projects with a social character. Contimporanul rejects the notion of “art for
art’s sake” — art with an end in itself — taking up “art in the service of life”, meaning art with a
social purpose. In this conception, art bears the signs of the time and serves an idea — a
conception similar to that of “art with tendencies” theorized by C. Dobrogeanu-Gherea. Still, art
is more than a reflection upon the state of society and the age’s proper means of expression. The
social art has also a practical end, the projects or artistic objects having a utilitarian component —
in this aspect, art is no different to any production activity. The social commitment made by the
group is reflected in the dissemination of the new avant-garde currents and in educating the
aesthetic taste of the masses, as well as in producing cultural goods that actually benefit the
society. Although art and literature have a strong political dimension, they are created in the
spirit of a social idea(l) and do no become a form of political propaganda.

The “contemporaries” notice the inadequacies in the local architectural projects and
urban development plans and come up with suggestions, and come up with solutions formulated
in a constructivist framework. lon Vinea claims that any project that is the outcome of a

“Romanian style” must be abandoned — for it is synonymous with “imitation” and



“degeneration”; a “new style” must be adopted, one that is unifying, meaning the same anywhere
on the European continent. For the magazine’s editor in chief this is another way to annul the
cultural discrepancies and to synchronize the Romanian culture with the western culture.

At Contimporanul, the new direction in the Romanian culture is set by the new cultural
paradigm, and takes its shape by creating according to the laws of the “permanent revolution” —
that is, constantly searching “the new” and rendering the forms of the spirit of the age. The
“contemporaries”’s goal is to create new forms of art and literature by destructing and
constructing the taboo, intently refusing to take the same path (“metanoia”) and making changes
(“temporal ascesis”)?. The active limitation of possibilities of expression broadens the capacity
of reproducing the “spirit of the age” and ensures the existence of the permanence of the new in
art —and it certainly is one of the most valuable legacies the avant-gardes leave to the artistic and
literary posterity.

In conclusion, the analysis of the political, artistic and literary content of Contimporanul,
from 1922 to 1928, revealed that the group imagines the Romanian political and cultural
modernization by applying the European political, literary and artistic principles to the local
context. The “contemporaries” have a political ideal, wishing a modern, secular Romanian state,
by the model of the French, which upholds the liberties and rights won in the French Revolution
(1789). Rethinking the relation between the Romanian and European culture, the
“contemporaries” claim they found the solution to the problem of cultural “import”: creating, for
the first time in Romanian history, art and literature for export — and, by this, proving the integral
synchronicity of the Romanian and European culture. The investigation of the political articles
demonstrated that the political doctrine of the group at Contimporanul is social-democracy and
the artistic and literary content showed it is cosmopolitan and internationalist.

The paper does not cover the last period of the magazine (1929-1932), which thus
remains a matter for future research. A brief analysis of the content from this interval reveals that
the group continues its critique of the status-quo and it further promotes the artistic and literary
innovation; as it seems, its options remain social-democratic, cosmopolitan and internationalist.
In this last stage, the group seems to further radicalize its conceptions, showing a more peculiar

interest in the totalitarian ideologies. This might explain why Contimporanul publishes articles

2 Boris Groys, Post- scriptumul communist [The Communist Postscript], Editura Idea Design & Print, Cluj, 2009, p.
83.



written by the young rebels of the Generation *27 — Constantin Noica® and Mihail Sebastian®, for
instance — and a series of controversial articles on the theme of “orthodoxy” written by Emil
Riegler-DinuS. Values such as the authenticity, the reduction to the “essential”, the fervor,
vitality and the eulogy of youth are not defining just the 1930’s, but are values the
“contemporaries” foster from the very start and they accompany and lay at the foundation of the

6 In this respect, it

idea of revolution in the 20" century, understood ,.the end of «unreality»
might be of interest to compare the generation at Contimporanul to the Generation ’27, an
investigation that might proceed from the observations of Paul Cernat, who noticed there is some
resemblance in the conceptions of the two groups of “revolutionaries™. This investigation

remains, for now, a subject for future research.

METHODOLOGY

The paper might be considered a contribution to the intellectual history of the time,
taking, by necessity, an interdisciplinary approach, which engaged in the content analysis ideas
and concepts of political theory, philosophy, political economy, as well as literary and art theory.
The investigation is marked by an inductive approach, starting from the analysis of the texts on
political, social, economic, literary and artistic themes from Contimporanul with the purpose of

identifying the editorial group’s ideological (political and cultural) options.

SYNOPSIS OF THE CHAPTERS

The paper has two parts: The First Part. Rethinking the Romanian Political Field, where
we analyzed the political content from the first two years of Contimporanul (1922 -1923); and
The Second Part. Rethinking the Romanian Cultural Field, where we investigated the artistic and

literary content of the magazine, from 1924 to 1928.
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In The First Part the socio-political content of the magazine was investigated with the
intent cu identify the editorial group’s political ideology. Therefore, we described the angle from
which the “contemporaries” discussed the political and economic events and decisions,
identifying the conceptions that lay behind their critique against the National Liberal Party. At
the end of this section, one must be acquainted with both the way the “contemporaries” imagined
the modernization of Romania and the way they understood the role of the state and the political
principles and values that lay at the core of their critique.

In The Second Part we analyzed the manner in which the “contemporaries” regard
themselves within the cultural history and how they understood their contribution to the
international artistic and literary avant-garde. This part of the paper offers Contimporanul’s
cultural ideology, by identifying the general perspective its collaborators had with regard to the
Romanian culture and how it presents itself in relation to the European culture. Hence, we
analyzed the magazine’s artistic and literary content, from 1923 to 1929, using as landmarks and
blueprints in our interpretation the works of three important Romanian cultural theoreticians:
Titu Maiorescu, E. Lovinescu and C. Dobrogeanu-Gherea.

The First Part of the paper has four chapters, corresponding to the main issues tackled by
Contimporanul. In 1. Contimporanul about the Process from Dealul Spirii we analyzed the
response the “contemporaries” gave to the “communists’ process” from 1921, filed against the
members of the Socialist Party, to the Senate’s bomber and to other suspects who posed a threat
to the states’ security, arrested between 1920-1921. In 2. Against the Economic Monopoly of the
Liberals we considered the articles discussing economic issues and we identified the reason why
the magazine’s collaborators criticize the economic politicies of the liberal government. In 3. The
Constitution from 1923 we covered the texts from Contimporanul that addressed the articles of
the new Romanian Constitution considered problematic, meaning art. 8, 22, 25, 17 and 19,
concerning the “official religion” of the state, the universal vote, the freedom of the press and the
“nationalization of underground resources” — an analysis that indicates the unrealistic benchmark
by which the “contemporaries” judge the decision of the ruling party. And in 4. The Jewish
Question in the Pages of Contimporanul we analyzed how the magazine’s collaborators
discussed the Romanian anti-Semitism.

The Second Part of the doctoral work has two chapters. 1. Between Evolution and

Revolution — Revisiting the main options for the progress of the Romanian culture offered the



cultural diagnosis made by the “contemporaries”, their grievances with the cultural life in the
state’s capital, the manner in which they understood the role of art and that of the artists in the
new cultural paradigm and how they answered the problem of the cultural import. The analysis
of the artistic and literary material revealed that currents such as futurism, constructivism or
simultaneous are consistent with their rethinking of the “revolutionary synchronism” and they
provide the answer the “contemporaries” give to the accusation of “imitation”. In 2. Nationalism
vs. Internationalism we explained how the “contemporaries” have redefined the concept of
“national specificity” and how they integrate the new global, collective and internationalist

vision of the avant-gardes.

PERSONAL CONTRIBUTION

The thesis offers an analysis of the texts with political and social subject from 1922-1923,
hence it completes the image of Contimporanul’s program, clarifying the group’s doctrine —
because, even though the scholarship noticed the group might be placed on the left side of the
political spectrum, there is no consensus as to the specific political complexion. The thesis
continues the research on the artistic and literary avant-garde program, which dealt with the
analysis of the group’s dynamic with other local modernist groups. However, our thesis is not
concerned with Contimporanul’s relation with other modernist groups, but offers an account on
its cultural ideology, by comparing the group’s project with other relevant theories that discuss
the Romanian culture and its relation with the European culture. From this standpoint, the thesis
presents a different mode of interpretation, one that discusses Contimporanul in conjunction with
the local theoretical tradition. This approach leaves the framework of the literary and artistic

history and opens up a wider cultural perspective.
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