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Ştefan Constantinescu. A Child of the Revolution 

In 1968, the year of Ştefan Constantinescu’s birth, revolts began in both East and West. In Romania, however, a deceptive calm prevailed, despite Nicolae Ceauşescu’s sharp criticism of the Red Army’s invasion of Czechoslovakia after the Prague Spring.

Ştefan Constantinescu belongs to a generation that has chosen to work with pictures from the mass media and public archives. In his narrative art, which is both descriptive and personal, he treats the wounds created by history in his native land. The artistic aesthetics is a mixture of documentary film dogmas and social-realist propagandistic expression, to which he adds his personal handwriting. The artist succeeds in finding a balance between opposing methods of creating historically interesting documents, with a personal nerve that makes his art authentically vibrant. He has chosen narrative in order to communicate his own stories, and in them no one will fail to notice the statement that human suffering and joy are linked to prevailing political circumstances.

Because of the Iron Curtain, the intensive waves of revolt from the West never reached the vast majority of the populace in the Romanian capital. It would be more than two decades before the horrors perpetrated by the Ceauşescu regime were fully exposed. The man himself would have to be toppled, executed by his own people, before his excesses and repressive scorn became public. 

In the same year as Ştefan Constantinescu was born, the Romanian state began to manufacture the people’s car, the Dacia, under licence from Renault. This is a coincidence that may seem aleatory, but it has definitely coloured Stefan Constantinescu’s art. Dacia 1300 - My Generation (2003) is a documentary film and a book in honour of the car, but it also deals with the economic, social, and political questions that followed in the wake of the car producer, while tracing, in parallel, the artist’s personal history.

The Golden Age for Children
1989, Romania’s revolutionary year and the date of Ceausescu’s fall, coincided with the twenty-first year of Stefan Constantinescu’s life.

In a recently published book entitled The Golden Age for Children (2009), Stefan Constantinescu describes his childhood. On the first spread, Ştefan, aged six months, pops up. His head is steady and his gaze is directed straight at the camera lens. Alternating with his family photographs, a portrait of Bucharest and Romania at the time builds up, with food queues, the earthquake, compulsory relocation of people, and – of course – the Dacia! On the spread there are informative texts in a schoolbook style. In connection with the inauguration of Nicolae Ceauşescu as president in 1974 we find the text:
“Did you know that … on the occasion of the election of Ceausescu as president, artist Salvador Dalí addressed a telegram to him, which was published in the Romanian Communist Party newspaper Scînteia (The Spark)? The text in the telegram was: ‘I profoundly appreciate your historic act of inaugurating the use of the presidential sceptre. Yours respectfully, Salvador Dalí.’”

Salvador Dalí was fascinated with authority. He exploited political situations, acted out his stances, and used both the media and other actors to confirm his image of himself as an icon. Without any further comparison, Ştefan Constantinescu’s attitude to politics and the media is also inclined towards theatrical staging. But, in his case, he uses political history as a stage set for his stories about people’s lives, be they about migration, political repression, or nostalgic memories of childhood. Unlike the uninhibited Dalí, Ştefan Constantinescu does not enact; on the contrary: his talents are turned inwards, towards a self-reflexive, intimate theatre. But for him too, politics is a stage for his artistic career and he acts both with and against it when he formulates his art and thus his place in the history of art.

Towards the end of the book Ceauşescu waves to us from the historical photograph in which, wearing a fur hat and coat, he meets “his” people for the last time. When you pull the little tab at the side of the photograph, the waving Ceauşescu is replaced by a picture of Ceauşescu’s capture, as he is emerging from the armoured vehicle that has brought him to his execution. With the little tab that changes the content of the picture, he is transformed into a sad puppet, waving goodbye to life. In the book humour is juxtaposed with the fateful weight of the drama, preparing the way for audience catharsis.

Troleibuzul 92, Bucharest
Stefan Constantinescu’s art always contains a statement derived from reality. The latest work in his output is a short, fictional film with the working title Troleibuzul 92, which the artist has scripted and directed.  This is the first short film in a series of at least 5 films describing universal situations between men and women. In the series the narrator holds the male position of the drama, whilst the woman is in the background. Troleibuzul 92, which at the moment of writing is in production ready to be shown in the Romanian pavilion at the 53rd Venice Biennale, is based on an event that the artist experienced during a trolleybus journey in Bucharest. He was surrounded by several other passengers, and he and the others in the trolleybus could not avoid hearing a very angry man talking on his mobile phone.

The man makes repeated calls to his wife or girlfriend. He threatens to finish her off, calls her a whore, and says that he is not only going to kill her but her brother too. The threats are provoked by jealousy. He has been struck by the poisoned arrow of jealousy and is bleeding like a wounded animal. In his painful anxiety the adrenalin is pumping, his ego is being crushed, but he still has not lost his will to survive. She is going to die instead, the same as everything else that reminds him of her – so that he can live again!

Tell me, you fucking slag! Who were you talking to? Tell me – who were you talking to? I’m getting off now to take a cab. I’ll be there in ten minutes. I’ll thrash you ’til you tell, drench you in blood, I will. Is your brother there? Tell him to get out, or I’ll chop him into tiny pieces, your grandmother, too. Tell them to get out. If I catch them, they’re dead. I’m getting off the bus now. I’m coming to get you. I’ll be there in 10 minutes. If I catch them home, I’ll flay them alive. I told you to stop crying, you’re getting on my wick. 
(…) Tell me – who were you talking to? Shut your gob! Didn’t you hear me tell you to shut up?! Tell me – who were you talking to? I’ll be there in five minutes! Tell me – who were you talking to? Stop crying, you bint, you’re getting on my wick. Are you listening? Stop crying! Do you hear me?

The text is like a rap: a torrent of words larded with obscenities, repeated with variations. The only thing missing in the comparison is the social critique. But the text also resembles scanned verse where the rhythm consists of the man’s aggressive nagging and the tense silence that arises when he shuts up for a moment. After a while, however, he is back at square one to resume his aggressive outbursts with renewed energy.

Ştefan Constantinescu has described the short film Troleibuzul 92as a drama from reality, in which the roles of the man and the woman are symbols of the frustration that exists in the whole of Romanian society – a society which, according to Ştefan Constantinescu, consists of an undermined everyday life that can blow up any moment. 

The passage to Sweden via Romania 
The Passage is a video about three men who fled from Pinochet’s coup in Chile in 1973 only to end up in Ceauşescu’s Romania, is a sad story. Many Chileans who escaped from the repression came to Romania as the first step on their journey, since it was one of the countries that opened its arms to the political refugees. One of them, Pedro Ramires, ended up in Iasi in the north-east of the country, where he was quite happy. But, as for so many other Chileans, Romania was just a stop on the passage to the promised land of Sweden. Pedro later moved to Stockholm, and in the video he tells of his longing to get back to Romania where, despite severe hardship, he felt a stronger sense of community than in the cold backwater in the north. The story of Pedro Ramires, who, of the three, is the character we get to know the best, is a piece of contemporary history, showing how political oppression and migration can affect an individual’s entire life.

Ştefan Constantinescu, like Pedro Ramires in The Passage (2005), has himself made the trip from Romania to Sweden. The work Nordic Lights (2006), which uses photographs and text, is about Vällingby, the place where Ştefan Constantinescu now lives. Vällingby was built in the 1950s and is a so-called ideal suburb of Stockholm, created in the youth of the social democratic era.

Nordic Lights is a work with references to the romantic nature painters who exploited the high, distinct light that Scandinavia is known for. The same light that, on a sunny afternoon or shining obliquely on a summer’s evening, becomes romantically captivating.

In Ştefan Constaninescu’s portrayal of light it is winter and the snow is lying cold around houses and on paths. In the windows of the high-rise buildings and at the entrance to the metro, the light shines like stars in the cold evening. The Nordic light has been electrified and the suburb seems as desolate and fateful as an alien planet.

The work includes a diary in which the artist describes everyday events and thoughts and moves between everything from how many spam e-mails he receives each day to how difficult it is to readjust to Stockholm whenever he returns from a visit to Romania. And he notes that Bucharest does not feel more like home to him than Stockholm. He visits the job centre for artists, where his contact helps him to find his way through the bureaucratic rules, and he takes his son to the skating rink since he wants to be a good father, although he himself does not find skating in the least bit fun.

Portrayals of Stockholm

The everyday melancholy amidst the modernistic apartment blocks of Vällingby is a portrayal of present-day life and an observation of an artist’s reality on the outskirts of Stockholm in the 21st century. 

It is tempting to make a comparison with another man who portrayed Stockholm, August Strindberg. In the novel The Red Room from 1879, the young Strindberg discusses politics and ideals. The authors and artists who meet in the Red Room at the venerable Berns Salonger Restaurant in the centre of Stockholm are searching for a way to combine their art with their political ideals and the grim reality of life. Strindberg communicates with the reader through his observing alter ego, Arvid Falk, who provides his realistic descriptions of the city and its social structure. Strindberg portrays a reality which resembles that described by Ştefan Constantinescu. Although more than a century has passed, much is still the same. August Strindberg was primarily a novelist and playwright, but he was also a painter and photographer. Stefan Constantinescu is primarily a visual artist and his texts are not independent works, but are written to interact with the photographs. In the 21st-century manner he talks in the first person present tense. The pictures and the texts expose themselves in their nakedness, like the bare, modernistic buildings in Vällingby. In Strindberg’s The Red Room the descriptions are realistic accounts, both those of the appearance of the city and those of Arvid Falk’s idealistic reflections. The novel was hated by the bourgeoisie of the day but was widely read among the lower classes. Visual art seldom reaches the broad strata of society, but Ştefan Constantinescu’s art, like Strindberg’s literature, has a general validity that would touch and engage many more people were the circumstances for art in society different.

Ştefan Constantinescu is heading into a new phase in his art. He is leaving documentation behind and moving towards fictitious neo-realism; he is returning to painting, and he dreams of working in the solitude of the studio. My comparison between Ştefan Constantinescu and the two giants, Dalí and Strindberg, is justified when it comes to the discussion of artistic attitudes to politics and social issues, but perhaps the comparison is also applicable to the artist’s role in society. Ştefan Constantinescu’s motive forces are powerful and persistent. He is a classical romantic artist’s soul, and it is with great precision and serious presence that he occupies more and more of the important stages in the palaces and pavilions of art.
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