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for Early Romanian Television

Attention started to be paid to the television author around the time as the medium itself
became an object of scholarly consideration. This early interest was, however, shaped by
a conceptualization derived from understandings of other media such as film, theatre, and
literature. It is perhaps unsurprising then that the foundational works of the 1970s and
1980s were mostly produced by journalists or scholars of literature. Indeed, it follows that
these writers concentrated on the text while largely neglecting production processes and
the specificities of the medium."” For instance, journalist critics such as Nancy Banks-
Smith of London’s Guardian newspaper focused solely on the content of television pro-
grams, and singled out their writers and stars. Similarly, one of the first books dedicated to
the medium, George W. Brandt’s British Television Drama (1981),” was organized around
dramatists and screenwriters, with entire chapters dedicated to Dennis Potter, Jim Allen,
Trevor Griffiths, and others.

In light of the development of new academic disciplines such as Television Studies, by
1990, the media scholars Robert Thompson and Gary Burns acknowledged that questions
of television authorship needed to be revisited.” The identity of the television author had
never been clear however. Programs were often positioned as the result of a collective ef-
fort subsequently associated with a specific company or broadcaster or channel. Televi-
sion was therefore declared an “authorless” or a “polyauthorial” medium. Paying attention
to the production process, argued Thompson and Burns, promised to provide more fruit-
ful ways of understanding television authorship.”
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The recent expansion of television texts as components of complex multi-platform se-
rial narratives within the hyper-competitive market of the “era of plenty” or the “post-net-
work era” has inspired new interest in the television author.”’ In this “post-network era’,
authorship is understood as positing a single, unified author of the television text.” In-
creased interaction with Hollywood has thus transformed writers into brand names which
provide a sense of coherency, continuity, and integration to fictional universes spread
across multiple platforms; into “indicator(s] of legitimacy” and into valuable marketing
hooks.?

While not wishing to diminish the importance of authorship and the text to under-
standings of the post-network era, I would like to suggest that, in the early age of televi-
sion, the creation process played a key role in conferring an identity on television in terms
of aesthetics, programming, and the organization of labor. This process of creation was
carried out by personnel who imprinted a defining “look” on the medium. Negotiations
between professionals, on the one hand, and, on the other, social and political actors were
central to fashioning a specific identity for the television.” It was this initial lack of such an
identity which left room for negotiations over what this new medium was, how it might
look, and how it would function.

Thus, where television is typically considered to be authorless or poly-authorial, based
on the collective efforts of scriptwriters, directors, and producers,'” in the case of early Ro-
manian television, individual professionals need to be singled out from the collective na-
ture of the medium. These professionals contributed much to the identity of television in
this country, not least because they played significant roles in decision-making and pro-
gram-making. Having acquired “know-how” through professional exchanges with over-
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seas broadcasters, it was they who did most to forge the look and feel of early Romanian
television. Moreover, their actions made the consolidation of Romanian television part of
a broader pan-European phenomenon. By centralizing such personnel we might depart
from the nation-centric lens that has been typically applied to studies of European televi-
sion.'” Singling out those professionals who helped to forge an identity for early television
qualifies as authorship, and it is this definition, which I will use for the remainder of the
article. This concept of authorship extends beyond the studio and the text to include spa-
ces of institutional decision-making and the transnational exchanges, which were central
to defining a look and feel for early television in Romania.

When approaching the European dimensions of early television — beyond discussions
of content — in former socialist countries we must recognize the extent to which official
records will have been shaped by political interests. For example, a high-profile Romani-
an television executive’s visits to the British Broadcasting Corporation (hereafter BBC)
were not recorded by the Romanian authorities but were documented by the BBC."” Ac-
cordingly, the history presented below is derived from analyses of a variety of historical
sources, including audiovisual material, oral testimonies, and written documents relating
to nineteen public broadcasters.'” Oral testimonies are drawn from the Viziune Tele col-
lection, which was compiled by the Romanian broadcaster to mark its fortieth anniversa-
ry. They are, however, supplemented by references to documentation covering the same
topics that are preserved in the BBC’s Written Archives.

Authoring an Identity for Early Romanian Television

Romanian television’s early years can be seen as a phase of “experimental visions”. This
phase started in December 1956 when broadcasting began. It would last until 1971, when
the medium reached a point of maturity, marked by such developments as the consolida-
tion of management close to Communist Party top brass and the establishment of a tele-
vision centre distinct from the country’s film studios.'” This phase also coincided with
what John Ellis has called the “era of scarcity”, a period in European television history
characterized by a paucity of content, a migration of personnel from radio and cinema, ex-
periments with the artistic possibilities of the medium, and the social and functional reor-
ganization of production, management, and institutional structures.'” As Monika Elsner,
Thomas Muller, and Peter M. Spangenberg note in relation to German television, this was
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a time in which across Europe this medium searched for its own identity as an artistic
form, as an institution, and as work practice.'®

Because Romanian television was only under the loose supervision of the State in its
early years, creative personnel enjoyed a measure of freedom to engage in acts of experi-
mentation. Within the national broadcaster was a group of workers familiar with the ba-
sics of programming, technology, organization, and audience targeting. Its efforts get to
grips with the medium and to explore its possibilities ultimately overshadowed the ideo-
logically driven interventions of the Party, which, we should note, was more interested at
the time in the propagandistic potential of radio than that of television.!”

Silviu Brucan, a former ambassador to Washington, was the first person to play a key
role in constructing an institutional identity for Romanian television. In 1962, then Party
leader Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej made him its first vice president, a position similar to
that of the director general of the BBC. Brucan described his relationship to Gheorghiu-
Dej as “unusual for someone who was ruling the country and the Party with a strong hand
and who was used to everybody responding to his decisions as to a military command”'¥
Brucan had made it clear that he would only accept the position if given considerable de-
cision-making freedom. Dissatisfied with Romanian programming, Gheorghiu-Dej be-
lieved Brucan’s exposure to American television during his time in Washington would
help him to reform this institution. His influence was expected to increase the entertain-
ment value and educational qualities of Romanian programs. As Brucan explained:

I liked the idea of organizing television, and I thought some policies needed to be
instituted. I warned Gheorghiu-Dej that [ would only accept his offer if I was given
the freedom to do what I thought was best, and if other officials didn't interfere. He
agreed to this, and, at our first meeting, I told him that I had received five phone
calls from Party members. Two of them felt current programming was informative
and entertaining. However, three of them had complained about naked women,
complained that I was allowing [comedy actors disliked by Party leaders] Mircea
Crisan and Amza Pellea to satarize the Party, and complained that The Saint [1962-
-1969] incited juvenile delinquency. I asked Gheorghiu: “Who should I listen to?”
He replied: “To yourself. It's your responsibility.” He instructed everybody to let me
do my job, because I knew what I was doing.'”

While he brought entertainment such as satires and variety shows to the Romanian
screen, Brucan’s most significant contribution involved helping to form an institutional
identity for the broadcaster. This identity was inspired by the BBC. It departed from the vi-
sions of the Romanian Communist Party. In October 1964, Brucan wrote a letter to the
managing director of BBC radio, Frank Gillard, explaining “[e]ver since I was appointed
to run our Radio and Television system, a visit to the BBC became an important objective
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of mine”?” In correspondence with the head of the BBC’s Eastern European service, M.B.
Latey, Brucan emphasized “[k|nowing the way TV programmes are done in England is
a must these days”*" By the end of the year, Brucan had spent three weeks at the corpora-
tion seeking “know-how from the BBC to help establish the new Television Centre in Bu-
charest”.”” “This know-how”, he detailed, “extends over a wide range from architectural
design through to the actual administrative structure of the television service”* A BBC

memo stressed Brucan’s was very much a working visit:

He is a most engaging and amusing person and his English is fluent. I found him ex-
cellent company and very ready to talk freely, even dangerously. [...] He professes
a life-long admiration of the BBC and wants to spend his time with producers and
in studios, seeing how programmes are prepared and directed, not in a round of of-
ficial lunches, dinners and receptions. What a relief to have a visiting potentate with
that kind of purpose in mind!*"

A senior Assistant from BBC Television Liaison, A.S.W. Skempton, wrote:

Mr. Brucan, as you know, is in sole charge of television in Romania, although he
only carried the title of Vice-President, and he made it quite clear during his visit
that he would be only too glad to help the BBC quoting specifically that we could
send our cameramen freely throughout Romania and they could return with unde-
veloped film. There would be no restrictions of any sort and no censorship.®

Brucan also visited BBC West, a regional office of the corporation, in order to learn
about color television trials being run in the city of Bristol. As a result of these visits, an
agreement was signed between the corporation and Romanian television. It made BBC
programming available at a reasonable price and promised Romanian delegations would
be assisted on subsequent visits to the corporation.’®

Brucan left his post in 1965 when Ceausescu came to power. He rationalized this deci-
sion thus: “I realized that I could no longer do things the way I had done them in the
past”.”” Brucan’s fears notwithstanding, Romanian delegations continued to visit the BBC.
One such visit took place in 1966 and involved the new vice president of Romanian tele-
vision Ioan Grigorescu, its editor-in-chief of children’s and youth programs Ileana Pop,
and its editor-in-chief of news programs Tudor Vornicu. This delegation travelled to Brit-
ain to learn more about the BBC’s organizational structure, its editorial offices, and its ap-

20) E 1/2, 309/1, ‘Romania. Brucan Silviu, October 1964, BBC Written Archives Centre, Caversham (hereafter
BBC WACQ).

21) Letter from Brucan to Latey in E 1/2, 309/1 “Romania. Brucan Silviu”, November 1964, BBC WAC.

22) E 1/2, 309/1, ‘Romania. Brucan Silviu, 4.12.1964, BBC WAC.

23) Ibid.

24) E 1/2, 309/1, ‘Romania. Brucan Silviu, 13.11.1964, BBC WAC.

25) Ibid.

26) Subsequent fact-finding missions of the 1960s were covered by a “Contra-account’, a credit arrangement be-
tween the two broadcasters.

27) Brucan, Viziune Tele, p. 42.




54 Dana Mustata: Forging an Identity for Early Romanian Television

proaches to genre programming such as scientific broadcasts and variety shows.”® Two
years later, another new vice president of Romanian television, Bujor Ionita, spent time at
the BBC’s engineering division to learn more about color television.?” Soon after, produc-
er/editor Catinca Ralea Petrut and camera operator Virgil Cojocaru liaised with the cor-
poration, gathering information about audience research, acquiring serials and telefilms,
and acquiring organizational insights in preparation for the launch of a second Romanian
channel.”

The exchanges with the BBC that had been inaugurated by Brucan shaped the institu-
tional and professional culture of Romanian television. Brucan had helped to cultivate an
environment in which production took place free of political interference, where a broad-
er range of content was broadcast, where entertainment was as valued as educational pro-
gramming, where western imports were desired, and where “know-how” was gleaned
from other European broadcasters. The identity Brucan inspired was thus rooted in inter-
national exchanges and in European models. In this respect, it needs stressing that Roma-
nia was not the only continental European country whose television sector was influenced
by cross-border exchanges. The BBC was a key figure in the regional interaction which
made the early development of Romanian television part of truly pan-European phenom-
enon. For example, in the 1960s, personnel working in programming, engineering, and
audience measurement at broadcasters across the continent were inspired by, and ac-
quired professional “know-how” from, the corporation.’”” The BBC’s influence was espe-
cially strong in Scandinavia, where “television pilgrimages”, as Jérdome Bourdon has called
them (2008), also took decision-makers to Britain.??

Professional and Aesthetic Consolidation

The impact of the institutional consolidation of Romanian television was felt in its work-
ing culture. This culture bore a striking resemblance to those of other European broad-
casters insofar as it was supported by staff and resources recruited from radio and cine-
ma.”” Enforced moves from radio to television are highlighted by a number of workers,
including Editor-in-chief Sofia Sincan who has said that:

In the spring of 1967, [director general of Romanian television] Octavian Paler
came into my office at the radio and said in a low, stern voice: “Please take the night
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train to Timisoara. Tomorrow night, there will be a televised theater play and you
will have to fill in the breaks between acts, Think of some ideas. There will be a TV

director there. He will fill you in on the details.”*¥

During the early years of Romanian television, working groups set about professional-
izing and institutionalizing the new medium. Workers speak of brainstorming about pro-
gram development in a courtyard at the Moliére studio, a former film studio that was
transformed into Romania’s new television center. These professionals became known in
the popular parlance as “the generation under the mulberry tree”, due to the presence of
such a tree in this location. “We were like a big family back then; full of youth and enthu-
siasm’, explained artistic director Vlad Batca; “We were entrusted with this electronic toy
and had to find out its secrets, at the same time we were discovering who we were as hu-
man beings and artists”*¥

Under Brucan a reliable management team was put in place at the Romanian broad-
caster. Octavian Paler was appointed director general following a stint in Rome as a corre-
spondent for the national news agency, Agerpress. Bujor Ionita, an engineer, became the
new vice president of television (Paler’s second-in-command), with Vornicu becoming
editor-in-chief for news and eventually program director. Beneath upper management
emerged a group of professionals characterized by a strong team spirit and solid work eth-
ics. Program maker and reporter Carmen Dumitrescu recalled:

[ spent many happy years in the mulberry tree yard, where our programs were born.
[...] I had superiors who were valuable to Romanian television and to us. With hon-
esty and respect, I must mention Silviu Brucan, who in 1962 — perhaps confident in
his friendship with Gheorghiu-Dej — recommended we choose our interviewees
based on value, rather than political standing. [...] It was an honor for us to have
Octavian Paler go from being our colleague to a superior who let us bloom. Year af-
ter year, we sat together in the same viewing rooms, pushing ourselves to go beyond
journalistic mediocrity. When [vice president of the Radio and Television Commit-
tee] Ioan Grigorescu would come to viewing sessions, [Paler] would apologize and
talk continuously, showing us that he trusted us, that he shared our ideas, and that
he was responsible with us, without being the censor. [...] Vornicu, although he was
our boss, used to call me “boss” Not only did he grant me decision-making power,

he supported my decisions, especially when we made programs together.*®

Among the various professionals contributing to the early identity of Romanian tele-
vision, the director stood out however. Although they drew from other branches of the
arts such as film and theater, the contributions of some directors nevertheless represented
an effort to establish an artistic identity for television. The critical endorsements some of
their ranks received would cement their status as such, and ensure that the figure of the di-
rector became the first internationally accepted reference point for the evaluation of tele-
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vision as an art form.”” Several directors engaged in experimental creative practice to
compensate for the technical limitations of the medium. Across Europe, festivals singled
them out as a driving force behind the medium’ aesthetic values. Thus, the Italian Salso-
maggiore festival gave awards to several indigenous directors for their television work,
and, in 1966, the Austrian director Helmut Zilk received a “Golden Camera” award for his
achievements in the medium.®® That year, the Golden Prague International Television
Festival also applauded Europe’s television directors.””

Several directors of early Romanian television rose to international prominence. By
1965, both Valariu Lazarov and Cornel Popa had become widely acknowledged as vision-
ary talents. Lazarov brought home several accolades and awards. In 1964, his musical
OMUL DIN UMBRA LA SOARE (Translation: “The Shadow Man in the Sun”) received a spe-
cial mention from the jury of the Monte Carlo International Television Festival.*’ Anoth-
er Lazarov musical, OMUL s1 CAMERA (Translation: “The Man and the Camera”) won
three awards: first prize at the Cairo International Festival of Television Films (1966), best
directing and most original work at the Prague International Television Festival (1966),
and an international critics’ award and another special mention at the Monte Carlo Inter-
national Television Festival of 1967.*"

GAME PENTRU TELEVIZIUNE (English-language Title: GAME FOR TELEVISION, 1968)
was widely seen to showcase Lazarov’s artistic qualities as a television director however.
For one, this musical film received a special mention from the jury of the Monte Carlo In-
ternational Television Festival. A self-reflexive consideration of television directing, GAME
PENTRU TELEVIZIUNE synchronized camerawork, editing, sound, and lighting in a man-
ner that both emphasized the audiovisual possibilities of the medium and compensated
for its technical deficiencies.*” Lazarov used sequential cuts after every frame as a means
of approximating the effect of the zoom-out transfocalization that television cameras were
unable to achieve. This practice generated changes from frame to frame, giving the im-
pression that the image was moving to the beat of the soundtrack.*” Similarly, Lazarov
used dissolves between the back- and foreground to give the illusion of the camera mov-
ing to the beat of folk music. Elsewhere, rapid editing complements drums in a manner
akin to the aesthetics of much 1980s genre television. What is more, moving shots and ed-
iting were synchronized to create various lighting effects for a singer; the camera was all
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but transformed into a partner for this character. Another important director, albeit one
not showered in accolades like Lazarov, was Alexandru Bocanet, who used monochromat-
ic contrasts as a substitute for color at a time when Romanian television only broadcast in
black and white. However, unlike Lazarov, Bocanet was only known locally. Ultimately it
was Lazarov who brought home international awards and helped to make Romanian tele-
vision part of a pan-European discourse on the artistic credentials of the medium.

Conclusion

Television undeniably remains a collective effort, acknowledgement of which has tended
to exclude from histories of the medium discussion of the relevance of single authors.
While the current era of media convergence may have brought into focus the notion of the
television author as a single, unified persona, analyses of the formative stages of the medi-
um continue to centralize collective effort. However, in this essay, I argued that certain in-
dividuals need to be singled out from such efforts if we were better to understand the ear-
ly development of this medium’s institutional, organizational, and aesthetic identity.
Doing so helps us to extend the concept of authorship beyond the text and spaces of pro-
duction to situate it within institutional decision-making and transnational professional
exchanges, thereby promising more fully to address the formation of an identity for early
television. The early period of Romanian television was characterized by an exploration of
the medium’s potential, thereby opening up a space for individuals to exert control over its
consolidation as both an institution and an art form. They became negotiators between
television staff and politicians, and between local needs and pan-European developments.
In this case, the defining of the new medium — in terms of its social roles and artistic
forms — took precedence over the televisual text. To conclude, I would like to suggest that
examinations of authorship and early television might benefit from both comparative and
bottom-up approaches. Acknowledging the transnational dimensions of the development
of this medium in nations such as Romania indicates that we might best consider televi-
sion’s institutionalization a pan-European phenomenon.*”
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SUMMARY

Forging an Identity for Early Romanian Television

Dana Mustata

The limited amount of attention paid to authorship has led to claims that television is authorless or
poly-authorial. While such positions respect the collective efforts undergirding the medium, we
should not underplay the extent to which authorship has contributed to its development. Alongside
the current “post-network” era, a consideration of authorship promises to enrich our understand-
ings of television’s early development in Europe, especially its development of a medium specific
identity. This essay therefore examines how authorship contributed to the institutional and artistic
identity of Romanian television of the 1960s, singling out those individuals who took the lead there-
in. This process, I argue, was less a national than a pan-European phenomenon, one shaped by
transnational exchanges, which are better understood when we broaden the national perspective

traditionally applied to researching and writing television histories.
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