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Our short overview of cultural policies in Romania and the way the organization we represent – 

the Paintbrush Factory in Cluj – relates and responds to this specific context – gravitates around 

one overarching characteristic that we will try to untangle: the profound disparity between the 

public and the independent sector. 

  

• A few general remarks on cultural policymaking in Romania: 

As a historical pattern, policy making in Romania is based on a centralized system, with the 

Ministry of Culture acting as a main operator in the field. Theoretically, the activity of the 

Ministry of Culture is redistributed territorially through de-centralized departments at county 

level - acting nevertheless not as cultural operators, funders or actual policy makers, but 

rather as local facilitators - in reality this is translated into dysfunctional, almost invisible 

organisms which produce little impact on a concrete decentralization of cultural institutions.  

 

• A few characteristics which can create a more honest perspective on how policy 

making functions at central level: 

- The fast-changing ministers of culture, a portfolio which is traditionally an exchange 

currency between various political parties, being shifted away at each governmental re-

negotiation (just as an example, in 2017 when I coordinated the project representing 

Romania at the Venice Biennale, at the application phase there was one minister of culture, 

when we signed the contract there was another one, and at the final report yet another one. 

And we are talking about a one-year project). 

- As a result of this, there is little continuation between each mandate and barely any 

long-term commitment on policies that require a longer perspective  



- Another issue is the disproportionate power that the ministry of culture holds, 

compared to other portfolios, and scarce inter-ministerial and inter-institutional partnership. 

This has a particular effect at the level of policies which require inter-sectorial approach - such 

as education and culture, or economy and culture.  

 
                                                                 Drawing by Dan Perjovschi 

 

But of course, the source of all these issues is the shocking lack of a national strategy for 

culture, again the process of formulating it being the task of several ministers in the last years 

which have at different pace advanced in its development, but never managed to finish it and 

put it into practice. 

 

One essential point when we talk about cultural policies is funding - another subject where 

the discontinuity in policies marks its effects: the disappearance of essential funding schemes 

such as mobility funds or support for co-funding for European projects (one of the reasons 

why you rarely see Creative Europe projects being conducted by Romanian organizations) 

among other issues.  

Most of national level funding for culture comes from the Administration of the National 

Cultural Fund, to which the Ministry allocated financial responsibility for the cultural field. The 

National Cultural Fund has had its ups and downs but is during the last years one of the most 

functional organism at central level, managed by a game changing director who seriously 

improved the way the institution works. However, two major issues can be identified in the 

way the administration works: as its competition for funding is open both to institutions and 

NGOs (with a very disproportionate rapport de forces) but it leaves out individual support for 

artists (who can not apply for direct funding, but need to be part of an organization or other 

legal entity) 

 

Another game-maker in the field is the Romanian Cultural Institute, subordinated to the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and which in the last years has become a more and more 

politicized body, with offices in various countries in Europe and beyond, offices which again 

are characterized by very different levels of professionalism and quality of the program.  
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A very relevant change at the level of cultural policies in Romania is reflected in the change of 

name that the Ministry of Culture has suffered at the beginning of 2017 – currently the 

Ministry of Culture and National Identity - this is just a mark of the focus that cultural policies 

have and it also translates into one of the priority areas which we can identify in recent 

strategic plans.  

 

National identity is mainly addressed in association to the celebration of 100 years since the 

founding of modern-day Romania, which is one of the top four strategic projects national 

wide today - together with the Cultural Season Romania – France, Europalia Festival to be 

held in Brussels, and Timișoara – selected to be European Capital of Culture in 2021. Besides 

this focus for the next few years, a strategic event in the activity of the Ministry of Culture is 

the organization of the Romanian Pavilion at the Venice Biennale.  

 
       The Romanian Pavilion, 2011, Anetta Mona Chisa & Lucia Tkacova 



 
Presentation at the Paintbrush Factory by Vlad Alexandrescu, May 11, 2017 

 

In this political context, it recently came up in the public space the topic of a Status of the 

Artist Act, initiated by the former Minister of Culture, Vlad Alexandrescu (who worked in this 

office from 2015 to 2016). This proposal was presented in a yet very incipient draft, tested at 

a national level through public discussions and debates. This was the first initiative focused on 

the status of artists in Romania. 

Starting from 50s, an organization called The Artists Union was the only existing form of a 

syndicate of artists protecting them and on a long term offering different benefits. 

Unfortunately, this organization failed to reform itself and remained a reminiscent of the 

communist times on many levels, although it had waves on sympathy and antipathy among 

artists and art critics along the way. Nowadays it still functions as a resource for artists 

contributing with a yearly tax for the benefits it brings for the retirement pension and the 

studios or the galleries the Union can offer for free or at a very low rate.  

 

Another problem of the lack of a system protecting the art and cultural sector is also the fact 

that there is no clear public policy regarding the wage, the conditions of working, the fiscal 

laws, etc. for the arts sector. The discussions regarding this topic were usually raised by the 

independent sector, creating networks of small scale organizations and initiatives putting a 

real pressure on the state cultural policies.  

The role played by all these NGOs triggered a very interesting model for the art scene is 

Romania – we can affirm that at some level, the private sector took the responsibility of the 

state institutions and became the main support of both emerging artists and the history 

waiting to be written regarding the arts of the last 50 years or more. In a way, most of the 

knowledge production is now in the hands of the organizations, artist run spaces, for profit 



and non-profit galleries, biennials and festivals, independent art centers, etc. The lack of 

institutions and institutional support triggered this singular and strange development where 

the enthusiasm, energy and quality of individuals replaced a long-term strategy developed by 

the state. The only museum of contemporary art in Romania, MNAC, was born under a very 

disputable situation and remained until today a controversial institution.  

In consequence, the networks formed by these initiatives in cities such as Cluj, Timișoara, 

Bucharest, Iasi, Tîrgu Mureș etc. can be seen as a support layer for most of the art production 

in Romania. These are the organizations supporting the production and dissemination of the 

young art, doing at the same time also the research and taking over the role of the “center”. 

 

Now, almost every big city has a non-profit space, an artist run space, a do it yourself 

institution, etc. Along the years 2000s the rise of the independent cultural initiatives shifted 

the focus from other active cities to Cluj, which is seen now as a model in this respect. 

Because the local independent art scenes developed at different paces, searching all the time 

for new models and new methods of funding, the aggregation of small initiatives in Cluj 

created in the 2000s a revival of the city and a new structure of solidarity. On this basis, the 

incredible success that came afterwards transformed the city into a must-see place for arts.  

 

The Paintbrush Factory in Cluj was the first project in Romania to convert an industrial building 

into a contemporary art center, and to get together such a large community of artists and 

cultural workers, there were also downsides and vulnerable points. Since there was no 

previous model in Romania to follow, the Factory had to learn as it went along, and it had to 

define and redefine constantly what the “common good” is and where to find funding for 

projects. 

In 2009, when the idea came up, there were a few art galleries and cultural organizations that 

gathered also other members of the arts community and functioned as a catalyst in building 

together an alternative to the institutions that were active at that time in Cluj. These 

initiators, among which I would mention AltArt organization, Plan B, ColectivA, Groundfloor 

Group, the artists Adrian Ghenie, Șerban Savu, Cristian Rusu, Ciprian Mureșan, along with 

cultural managers, have found the space of an old paintbrush factory in Cluj – in the industrial 

area – and transformed it into a cultural center with multiple areas of activity: visual arts, 

theater, dance, and performance. The encounter between these different people and 

domains came naturally and developed into a structure that is neither an institution, but also 

neither an underground place.  

One of the things that marked this first encounter between the initiators was the interest all 

members had in creating a space of dialogue and collaboration between them and the public, 

between different domains, and between margins and centers. 

 

 



 
A work by Alexandra Croitoru, Do not forget you are an artist! Do not be discouraged, do not be afraid, you will 

make it! Create like a God, order like a king, work like a slave!, 2012,  installation on The Paintbrush Factory's 

façade 

 

How does The Paintbrush Factory respond to the specific cultural climate in Romania and 

beyond? 

- First of all, there is still a visible lack of space for arts and culture other than in 

institutional formats. This issue has slightly improved during the last few years, when 

numerous initiatives such as independent visual arts spaces, private galleries, independent 

theatres or community / cultural centers have emerged, but in 2009 when The Paintbrush 

Factory started, this gap between institutional spaces and independent spaces was severe.  

- Secondly, The Paintbrush Factory is a collective initiative and a novelty in this respect, 

directly responding to the need of solidarity between cultural actors of various backgrounds 

and with different level of experience, and to the need of testing out new models of work 

based on sharing philosophy 

- Another element which defines us is the multidisciplinary of our program and 

community, reflecting the belief that a certain level of contamination between disciplines and 

media is a much-needed fuel in our practice nowadays 

- The peripherical character of the project - both at urban and more symbolical level - is 

again an element of specificity, responding to the need to address not only the center (of the 

cities, of policies and practices) but also the edges or our horizon 

 

Nevertheless, an overarching element that goes beyond our assumed identity is the reality 

that we are a constant work in progress, we are in a constant negotiation with the external 



and internal pressure that an organization that fills in gaps left out by institutions is doomed 

to face. It is something we took responsibility ourselves for, but partly has also been 

transferred upon us from a community and from an audience which would otherwise have 

the same expectations towards institutions, had they not have failed to respond to these 

expectations.  

 

Educational programs, mediation and professional development for artists and cultural 

producers, fluid forms of expression, social and politically engaged art - are all fields on which 

The Paintbrush Factory tries to focus, and institutions barely do, especially outside of the 

center, therefore feeding the expectations to offer some results and create an impact similar 

to what an official body would be required to produce.  

 

The answer to this pressure is, we have to say, a constant negotiation inside our community 

of members which vary greatly in terms of background, experience, political views - a diversity 

directly proportional to the number of internal conflicts or at least dilemmas we have been 

facing constantly since the inception of the Paintbrush Factory. In a system stubbornly trying 

to put in practice horizontal structures and consensual decision making, open work formats 

and collectiveness rather than individual authorship, we are bound to walk this way in the 

future too. 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 
Images from the Paintbrush Factory archive 

 

 

 



Due to its intense activity, the Paintbrush Factory triggered an interest coming from Western 

curators, cultural workers, artists, and visitors, and succeeded in creating an open platform 

both locally and internationally. Of course, it had the advantage of a good timing – the 

Western institutions follow closely the art scene of the former socialist countries since many 

years already, so the Paintbrush Factory was likely to become a hot spot on the international 

art scene from the start. Cluj and the Paintbrush Factory were part of international surveys 

such as the big exhibition at San Francisco Museum of Arts looking at 6 cities in the world 

considered hotspots for arts: Beirut, Lebanon; Cali, Colombia; Cluj, Romania; Ho Chi Minh 

City, Vietnam; San Francisco, USA; and Tangier, Morocco. 

 

“The art world is no longer defined by the activity of traditional art centers such as New York, 

Berlin, Beijing, or London, but is instead shaped by many cities, small and large. These new 

artistic communities, each reflecting the history, culture, and conditions of its region, have 

established a vibrant network for contemporary art.” 

 

 
Six Lines of Flight. Shifting Geographies in Contemporary Art, 2012 

San Francisco Museum of Art 

 

 
Art Cities of the Future: 21st Century Avant-Gardes, a book published by Phaidon uncovers twelve distinct avant-

gardes that have emerged around the world in recent decades, among which Cluj. 



The links between the Paintbrush Factory and different local or international contexts rely 

mostly on the relations that some of the members developed over time. The first connection 

that is important from many points of view is the one between center and periphery. The 

Paintbrush Factory was the first initiative that left the center of Cluj and moved to a marginal 

area of the city. After that, there were other cultural workers with similar tactics, but at first it 

was a step that implied many risks and unknown factors. Another important connection is the 

relation with the public. Audiences can grow at any point from a passive viewer to an active 

member in the debates and the actions taking place there. The fact that there are various 

fields of interest at the Paintbrush Factory – dance, theatre, arts, etc. – makes people 

intersect their views and enlarge their interests.   

 

 
 

Recently, the newly formed Cluj Cultural Center gathers different local initiatives with the 

purpose of fulfilling the projects proposed for the European Cultural Capital 2021 

competition, that Cluj lost in 2016. So, the legacy of a failure became the main ambition of 

the cultural scene in Cluj. 

 

 



 
 

What needs to be done 

What surely needs to be done at a more general level is a change in terms of institutional 

models and way of thinking of cultural policies up above the hierarchies of decision makers, 

something which European partners can do by political pressure. This is something we 

constantly struggle to do in Romania too. 

What needs to be done meanwhile, maybe more concretely, is to find alternative ways of 

supporting organisations and independent actors in places where the state fails to do so - 

international mobility, research, international cooperation, professional exchange, 

representation of young, emerging or promising Romanian contemporary artists and producers 

at international level.  

 

Coming back to institutional models and the need to creatively reconsider that - the reason 

why the Paintbrush Factory is such an important example, beyond its functionalities or 

dysfunctionalities, is that it is a pseudo-institutional model created not by some recipe 

learned from grandmothers or imported from neighbours but born organically through the 

contribution of the local artistic scene.  

 

Future challenges 

The challenge that the future seems to keep is to expand such innovation in institutional 

models and the promises offered by collective thinking to a higher level. This is what Cluj 

Cultural Center aims for – coagulating local forces into a network of experience, knowledge, 

ideas and practice that maybe can become more powerful together even in the absence of 

the ‘crown’.  



The continuous search for new institutional models brings forward one of the potential 

benefits of lacking already existing institutions regarded as models – creating a model that 

responds to the actual existing specific context in Romania and not “importing” recipes.   

 

Collaboration ideas 

• Artists’ mobility is a very important aspect of today’s global art scene and it is not 

accessible in Romania from any public scheme for support from Romanian institutions. 

As curator Gerardo Mosquera puts it, “some are more global then others”, so the fact 

that Romania is visited by many curators, head of institutions and cultural workers 

around the world is important, but it lacks a reciprocity in terms of traveling, 

researching and working in other contexts. Artists from various fields need support for 

residency programs, visiting studies, collaboration projects  

• The production budget for artists has always been a challenge because of the 

difficulties of actually demonstrating the material side of an artistic act and proving 

that the spending on a project is a necessity in terms of the resulting art work. In case 

the artwork is not material, this proves even more difficult. The idea of a scholarship 

or an art prize supporting art production could be a possible alternative 

• The regional connection between Romania and the neighbouring countries is not 

supported by institutions and it seems to be easier to connect to Western countries 

than to create a regional platform of sharing knowledge and developing programs; 

support is needed for regional networks or small-scale meeting platforms for Balkan / 

Eastern European initiatives 

 

• Artists mobility: artists from various fields who need support for residency programs, 

visiting studies, collaboration projects but who cannot benefit from any public scheme 

for support from Romanian institutions 

• Co-productions with international partners for artistic projects 

• Know-how exchange programmes for policy makers and cultural managers, who can 

benefit from the experience and knowledge from international peers, in order to 

develop their strategies and organizations and influence policy makers at national 

level 

• Access for the Romanian independent sector to European level networks and 

meetings (such as Trans Europe Halles, IETM, A Soul for Europe, etc.) 

 

 


