
 

 

 

Nemescu: Life as a movie 

No social criticism. No anti-government sentiments. No hatred. No superiority. 

Just honesty. Understanding. Love. 

 

By Cristian Lupşa 

 

Originally published in Esquire Romania, September 2007. 

 

BEFORE 20,000 ROMANIANS watched California Dreamin’ in theaters, before the 

Cannes jury ditched the rule book and awarded “Un Cértain Regard” to an unfinished picture, 

before the Romanian judiciary trampled his family, before the papers one-upped themselves in 

pathetic eulogies, before television wrought tears by replaying footage from the scene of the 

accident, before MediaPro, California’s producer, unfurled a banner in the ProTV studios saying 

“God wanted him a director”, before the cab driven by Radu Aruştei, in which he sat next to 

sound engineer Andrei Toncu, was obliterated by a Porsche, Cristian Nemescu was slightly 

restless. 

The draft cut of California, which he was assembling with friend and collaborator Cătălin 

Cristuţiu, came in past the three hour mark, and that didn‟t include the ending: the death of the 

train station chief, the Americans‟ departure and the “ambiguously optimistic” epilogue, as 

Cristuţiu calls it. It was his first feature film and the first to be financed by a major producer. 

Nemescu didn‟t want to turn in a three-hour movie, nor an incoherent one, cut under a looming 

deadline. He occasionally took the easy way out in high school, when he used to apologize for 

not doing his Romanian lit homework, disgusted by the critical appreciations he had to spew 

back. Movies, though, were his life. When he was making movies, there were no excuses. Not 

for mediocre material, not for the crew, not for the actors, and never for himself. He was too 



demanding to afford being superficial. Before shooting on California began, Punctfilm, an online 

film magazine, asked him what grade he would give himself as a director. Nemescu replied: 

“Considering that I‟ve not yet made a feature film, that I‟m only 27, that I have a lot live + learn, 

I‟d give myself a 6, which means there‟s room for better work, but I‟ve passed the class.” 

The tough times were just beginning. He and Cristuţiu were going to cut, paste, arrange and 

polish. Nemescu could do wonders with raw material, says Liviu Marghidan, his director of 

photography. (“He was very strong in post-production. He had a fantastic sense.”) His exigency 

was the cause of his unrest – not the cuts, the producer or the deadline. Once again he would 

have to go against himself, his knowledge of film, his ideas about stories, and the scenes he cared 

for. 

But his unrest never meant incertitude. 

Ten months earlier, Nemescu and his crew were shivering in the cold of a darkened area in 

Rahova, the kind of neighborhood you don‟t want to get lost in. They were filming Marilena de 

la P7, a love story between a young hoodlum with a foul mouth and raging hormones, and 

Marilena, one of the whores of the neighborhood. Among the photos taken on set during those 

ten days, there‟s one I keep coming back to. In the picture Nemescu looks as he always did – 

thin, fragile, innocent, with a hint of slyness in his vivid brown eyes, and a receding hairline. 

He‟s cuddled in a hoodie hidden under a denim jacket, and he carries his backpack. He is seated 

on a plastic chair facing a mobile cabinet protecting a monitor. It‟s a classic pose of a director at 

work. Behind him though is not a set, nor ten assistants ready to satisfy his every whim. Behind 

him are gray unwelcoming concrete buildings. Around him a bunch of locals are looking on 

curiously, suspiciously,  as if saying: “What‟s this guy doing here?” 

Andi Vasluianu, who played the pimp in Marilena, says shooting there was hard. 

“You felt as if you were in the grip of some beasts, waiting for them to bite, but you didn‟t 

know where they were going to attack from. When Cristi called action, I‟d feel laser pointers on 

my face. You just wanted to eat those guys‟ throats.” 

Nemescu was also feeling the tension, but he wasn‟t showing it – both him and Marghidan 

wanted to shoot in Rahova. The story, written with Tudor Voican, took place in a neighborhood 

packed with whores, cunning dealers and syringes. A sordid world, but one throbbing with life. 

“When I got the story I knew it had to take place in a bad neighborhood, because my bad kids 

needed such a place to roam in”, he told Re:Publik in a 2006 interview. 



To shoot there they had to get the approval of an army of neighborhood chiefs. 

“Imagine that I go there with Nemescu,” says Marghidan, sipping freshly squeezed orange 

juice in a bar in downtown Bucharest. “And I say: I want to speak to the boss. This underworld 

dude sent me, I want to shoot a movie here. And one of those guys walks over to me and says: 

What if I just shot a karate movie with you guys?” 

Marghidan starts laughing as he remembers the scene. Dark haired, with messy hair and a 

beard, Marghidan is a bear of a man, the one who stepped in when Nemescu‟s kindness wouldn‟t 

have been efficient (“I can take on any asshole”). 

“And this guy was hitting me, gently, playfully,” says Marghidan, motioning towards his 

chest. “And he was also kneeing me in the nuts. „So, man, what if I start making a karate movie 

with you?‟ But what was the guy actually doing? He was stealing my wallet. Nemescu almost 

pissed himself.” 

Scared or not, Nemescu wasn‟t going to quit. He was so serious about his craft that he felt he 

needed to do a training film before his feature. Moreover, Marilena was made with money and 

film that Nemescu and his crew won as awards for their school shorts. Ada Solomon, a producer 

with HiFilm, pulled the rest together. When she heard these young men wanted to make a movie 

with their savings, she didn‟t care about the story. Their dedication sufficed – even some of the 

actors came for free. 

“As fragile as he seemed, he didn‟t leave room for reply,” Solomon says. “I tried to persuade 

him not to kill Marilena. Only after I saw California did I understand Marilena better: he was 

really training for his first feature-length movie.” This was obvious in his use of fantastic 

elements, the electric tension (literally) between the characters, and the violent ending. 

When you are your own toughest enemy, you‟re not going to be scared by bad streets, more 

experienced actors and producers, or critics ready to tear into you. You‟re no longer scared of 

those who don‟t think you‟re cool enough for their group, of girls and the scars they leave, or 

your own introvertedness. 

“Nemescu had become very strong,” says Marghidan. “He was no longer a wimp and a 

mama‟s boy.” 

When he died, on August 25, 2006, he didn‟t die a promising Romanian filmmaking. He died 

as one of its certainties. “I want to believe he was taken from us because he had nothing else to 

learn here,” says his mother, Erica Nemescu. “He knew everything.” 



 

CRISTIAN DANIEL NEMESCU WAS BORN March 31, 1979, in a family with an 

artistic bend. His mother Erica, now at Radio Romantic, was a sound engineer for Animafilm. 

His father, Octavian, is a composer and teaches at the Conservatory. They named him Cristian 

because they liked the name. They picked Daniel from a poet of his father‟s generation, Daniel 

Turcea, who had died three days earlier. Cristian lived with his parents his whole life, in the 

Colentina neighborhood, on Maşina de Pâine, ten minutes away from the bustle of Obor market. 

Cristi had always been a kid of his own mind. When he was 3, around the time he told people 

he wanted to grow up and be a gentleman, he used to play 45s with stories or music. When he 

was abound 8, Erica began taking him to work so he wouldn‟t be home alone on holidays. He 

didn‟t like hanging out with the animators, and he hated the sound editing room where his 

mother would add “noises” to film. “Stop rewinding,” he often cried. “Just let me see it.” 

“He wasn‟t a child you could boss around,” remembers Erica, seated on a sofa, hands folded 

in her lap. She has short graying hair and wears a black rumpled skirt and a dark-blue shirt. On 

the little piano in the corner of the room are two framed photos of Cristi. 

At Animafilm, says Erica, Cristi‟s favorite place was on the set, where the atmosphere was 

similar to a real movie, except it was shot frame by frame using dolls. The cinematographers 

would let Cristi watch through the camera, waiting for the crew to move the dolls‟ limbs for the 

next take. “He was so absorbed in this, I literally would forget about him.” 

In the interview with Punctfilm, Cristi remembered these early encounters with film and 

stories: “When I was little I used to love telling stories – more or less truthful – and I was usually 

the one in charge of the games – from Lego to tag.” At the end of fourth grade his teacher named 

him “class storyteller.” 

The stubbornness to do the things he was passionate about, and the fascination for stories told 

through film, were not the only traits he showed early on. “He was the kind of kid who was 

always right,” Erica says. “If you didn‟t admit he was right, he would start crying fiercely.” He 

also had a tremendous memory and a gift to recall scenes. Once, browsing through Cinema 

magazine with his mother, he asked: 

“What‟s this?” 

“A poster,” she replied. 

“What‟s that?” 



“A still shot from a movie on which you write things.” 

At that moment Cristi started crying. He had seen the movie and knew the truth: “That‟s not 

true – this wasn‟t in the movie. That‟s not true.” 

Later, in college, he was going to be just as stubborn, but without the tears. “He was 

extraordinarily tenacious,” says Laurenţiu Damian, his directing professor. “He never asked me 

if I agreed with what he was thinking. He came, he pitched it and asked: „What are the flaws?‟ It 

was understood that he was pitching the idea with no malice, only determination. He was so 

decisive, he made you take a step back.” 

Damian first saw Nemescu in 1998, when the latter was taking an exam to get into UNATC, 

the Bucharest Film and Theater school. He was a small boy with sparkling eyes. Damian 

watched him from his examiners‟ seat, looking “for something called an aura.” 

“Directing is a craft in which, when you make an entrance, they need to know you‟re there,” 

Damian says. “You don‟t have to be 2 meters tall to be noticed but there has to be a spark, a 

look, something.” 

Watching Nemescu prepare his answer, Damian began thinking: “Oh my, he‟s just a child.” 

But when Nemescu‟s turn came and he started speaking, the jury perked up. “He had a very 

strong voice, somewhat in contrast with his 18 years of age,” Damian recalls. The power didn‟t 

come from the tone – Nemescu was always calm – but from the rigorous discourse that 

commanded respect. “He made me pay attention to what he was saying, making it feel as if he 

was only going to say it once and if I didn‟t catch it, it was my fault.” 

In the narrative of his life, getting into college was essential because he needed the school‟s 

infrastructure to start making film. He was barely admitted to high school with a tortured 5 in 

math, a subject he couldn‟t stand, so he didn‟t want to risk failing his film school exam. “I knew 

it was the only good film school we had, I knew I could make a few movies on film, and that I‟m 

obligated to go through it to move forward,” he once said. 

When school was done, he refused to take his final exam. He wasn‟t there for the diploma – 

he had come for the opportunity to make the movies he dreamed about. 

“What would I do with that diploma?”, he asked his mother. 

“You won‟t be able to get a job without it,” Erica told him. 

“Where?”, he joked. 

“You won‟t be able to do what you want.” 



“But I already am.” 

In 2004, six years after he took the college entrance exam, Nemescu sent an e-mail to a 

prospective film school student from Craiova, who wanted some advice from a recent graduate. 

In four pages, an epic given how much he communicated in writing, Nemescu clinically x-rayed 

the exam, proving it a puzzle he had long solved. 

“It‟s important to not be nervous,” he wrote. “Answer their questions – which are meant to 

throw you off. They want to know whether you can fight for an idea and argument it. Never be 

without a reply… have GUTS”. 

This boldness was unlike the day-to-day Nemescu, who stumbled when he had to place an 

order in a restaurant, preferring to stick with the tried formula of meat and potatoes. Mădălina 

Ghiţescu, who played Marilena, remembers a film festival during which Nemescu had to answer 

a few questions from movie critics, some of them personal. His answers went something like 

this: “Well… Soooo… Well… Sooo…” At one point, a Romanian critic approached Cristi‟s 

team and said: “If he can‟t speak English or French, I‟ll translate, no problem.” “Don‟t worry, 

that‟s how he talks in Romanian as well,” Solomon replied. 

But when he wrote about getting into film school, he showed real courage: “It‟s good to 

communicate verbally, looking into their eyes, smiling relaxed, as if you had balls.” 

 

IN COLLEGE, NEMESCUôS INTROVERTED NATURE kept him on the sidelines 

when the director-photographer or director-screenwriter couples started forming. After his first 

movie, a studio exercise every student must take part in, people flocked to him. Cristuţiu, an 

editing student, was among the first. Voican the screenwriter, Toncu the sound engineer and 

Marghidan the photographer followed – a team Nemescu had great faith in. 

“Once you find some people with whom you get along and next to whom you find balance, 

you also find some friends, and then it becomes easy to work with someone close to you. 

Someone  who you know will back you up when you make a choice, who you know you can 

trust and follow,” Nemescu says in the director‟s commentary to the California Dreamin’ DVD. 

Not everybody in his team was of his generation (Voican and Marghidan are in their 30s) but 

they had similar ideas about film, and Nemescu was the man with whom they could make the 

movies they wanted. 



“I believed strongly in Nemescu,” Marghidan says. “I make movies with others, but it‟s hard. 

I had a future with Nemescu, as a movie couple.” Marghidan still has a future in film – so does 

Cristuţiu, who is a partner in his own production company. But what both are saying is that 

working with Nemescu brought out the best in them. 

Nemescu began to lay the groundwork for his views on film in high school, when he spent 

every night in front of the television, or in the theaters, so much that colleagues at work began 

criticizing Erica for the way she was raising her child. He would watch anything, from 

Hollywood blockbusters to art movies. “There wasn‟t a movie he would watch that he wouldn‟t 

say about: man, this is the screenwriter from that movie, who worked with that guy, who was the 

brother of the dude in that film,” Marghidan says. Because he watched so much film, he had 

strong opinions. You can still find some of them in the more than 530 comments he left under 

the screen name zizi on the discussion board of Cinemagia.ro. In March 2004 he posted a list of 

his favorite movies. The top five were: In the Mood for Love, Fight Club, The Thin Red Line, Le 

fabuleux destin d’Amelie Poulain and Natural Born Killers. His favorite directors included 

Martin Scorsese, Lukas Moodysson, Larry Clark and Jean-Pierre Jeunet. 

This vast knowledge of cinema allowed him to define his style – this is why he dismissed 

professors who tried to imposed their vision on the students. 

Nemescu wanted to bring stories back into moviemaking. He didn‟t want metaphors of the 

Andrei Tarkovsky kind. “It‟s your generations‟ kind of movie,” he used to tell his father. He also 

didn‟t want the coded Romanian film, which he and his crew often mocked. They mostly picked 

on the white horse and the broken mirror, which, in UNATC parlance, are the quintessential 

metaphorical clichés of Romanian cinema. 

“When we wrote, we joked: „should we throw in a white horse running through a plain so the 

intellectuals will like it?‟”, says Voican, who is now getting a masters in screenwriting at York 

University in Canada. “We made the movies we wanted to see as spectators. We were both 

interested in high school romance, families that don‟t communicate, and the poetry of the street. 

We were interested in the places where life was pulsating – not stories of intellectuals lost in 

transition.” 

Damian says the cinema of his generation – hyperbole, metaphor – is detested by today‟s 

film students. “We lived in a system in which the only way you could say something was by 



wrapping it in metaphor,” he adds. “Today‟s cinema doesn‟t hold back, it has no embellishments, 

no cinematographic poetry.” 

Nemescu‟s views were well in place – he didn‟t want complicated stuff. Voican, with whom 

he wrote his last three movies, said they wanted to make movies with their soul on the table. 

“Communist style: of the people for the people,” he jokes. “You can any story you want in 

Romania. Without social criticism, Without an antigovernment message. Without hatred. 

Without superiority. With honesty. With understanding. With love.” 

Contemporary Romanian cinema has two directions, Damian says. The first is direct, realistic 

cinema, which examines the world as if under a microscope (Moartea domnului Lăzărescu, 

Hârtia va fi albastră, A fost sau n-a fost). The second, which Nemescu belongs to, blends realism 

with elevated film language. (Occident, Cum mi-am petrecut sfârşitul lumii, California 

Dreamin’). “It doesn‟t mean sophistication”, Damian says. “It doesn‟t mean preciousness – it 

means they choose direct filmmaking for the story, not the execution.” 

These films consist of an abundance of angles and camera movements (Marghidan, who 

loves to shoot with a handy cam calls the team‟s approach freestyle). The directors decide to 

reveal bits of a story that you don‟t see in a hyper realistic movie. They use dreams, flashbacks, 

split screens. “It takes many cuts and combinations to get the right flow,” Cristuţiu says. “It takes 

skill and artfulness – and I sometimes get panicky that I‟ll forget to do my job if all I do is edit 

documentaries.” Some have called Nemescu‟s style “magical realism” – movie-making in the 

style of South American literature. Corneliu Porumboiu, who wrote and directed A fost sau n-a 

fost, calls it “poetic realism”, and adds that Nemescu is certainly “the most eclectic director of 

the young generation,” and Marilena “is a masterpiece – and I don‟t like to use big words.” 

The sincerity in Nemescu‟s movies is not just a result of style. His movies are different 

because they have so much of his own life in them. Almost all of them tell stories of first 

crushes, adolescent dramas and fantasies that consumed Nemescu and which he unloaded into 

his characters, driving them to crazy gestures: in Poveste de la Scara C, the love struck boy calls 

a sex hotline to inquire what he could do with a girl in an elevator. In Marilena he steals a bus 

for the hooker he longs for, and in California he deliberately mis-translates in order to prevent a 

relationship between his object of desire and an American soldier. 

“All his movies have common elements, they meet,” says Vasluianu, who also starred in 

California. “At least he was honest. He took his obsessions and he let them burn. Every artist has 



images that he battles. He let his desires and impulses express themselves – he actually let them 

out pretty well. And he repeated them – maybe because they weren‟t consumed yet.” 

Last year, in an interview with Cotidianul, Nemescu said he could make ten more movies 

inspired by adolescence, pointing out that even California has a secondary story involving a 

couple of youths in love. 

In high school, surrounded by “cool” girls, Nemescu felt lonely. Almost all his colleagues 

played basketball – with the exception of him and two girls, one of whom, Yvonne Irimescu, 

remained close to him after graduation. “We switched to badminton,” Irimescu says, “which 

made it even more obvious we were never going to fit in.” 

Today, Irimescu works for NexT, the foundation and the shortfilm festival created in honor 

of Nemescu and Toncu. She knows his movies by heart and says that the autobiographical 

moments are easy to spot. In California there‟s a scene in which the students are playing 

basketball. At one point Andrei, the shy teenager, receives a pass. Monica, who he has a crush 

on, rips the ball from his hands and berates the others: “Why are you‟re passing the ball to this 

idiot? Can‟t you see he can‟t move?” In another scene, Monica tells Andrei: “Listen, you‟re 

really not as awful as I thought.” 

Both are real scenes from Nemescu‟s life. So is the one in Mihai and Cristina where he, 

seated in the third desk by the window, gazes longingly at her, seated nonchalantly in the middle 

row and twisting a strand of hair. “Everything that happens to those girls, what they do and who 

they are is recognizable,” Irimescu says. “Cristi‟s leading ladies are a synthesis of all the girls he 

ever liked.” (Scenes involving girls are not the only ones taken from real life. The scene with the 

black American pilot in California is a story from his father‟s childhood.) 

Nemescu talked a lot about girls, even if it was often just another opportunity to list the 

reasons they‟d have to push him aside, Irimescu says. “This world is made for perfect guys, 1,85 

m tall, blonde and with muscles, and no woman would ever look at me,” he‟d say. This worry 

makes its way in one of the drafts of the screenplay to California in which Andrei says: “I like 

this girl. What are the odds that out of 3 billion men in the world she‟ll like me back?” 

Nemescu‟s movies are the love stories of a shy boy who doesn‟t know how to talk to girls – 

this innocence makes him stand out among the young filmmakers. “It‟s an act of courage to 

leave yourself vulnerable,” Ghiţescu says. “People usually build walls – you won‟t see them 

leaping into the unknown, neither in life nor in love.” 



No matter how much Nemescu the high school student suffered because of girls, when he 

translated his experiences to film he did it without a trace of vindictiveness. He actually infused 

optimism into love. Love – as improbable as it may be – will happen, even if the road to it will 

be slow. 

And when he told stories, he was great at playing a victim of love, making his crew laugh 

like crazy. “I never met anyone who could talk so much and so fervently about girls without 

coming off as sleazy,” says Cristuţiu, smiling. “I don‟t know why.” In a comment on the 

Cinemagia.ro discussion board, Nemescu says of the Bucharest film school: “That school is 

worth it for the chicks in choreography alone (you can find them in the ground floor bar).” 

Marghidan starts laughing hard as he remembers how Nemescu used to joke about his 

interactions with women: “I remember we were talking at some point… I don‟t remember how 

Nemescu put it – but it was jokingly, something like: „What? That‟s why I became a director, 

you know? To get women.‟” 

Marghidan continues, stopping between laughs: “And the idea was, let me tell you… he says 

something like: „I want to get a motorcycle, be a very good director so I can get a bitch whose 

chin shakes when she says Ne-Me-Cu.‟” 

 

IT WAS FEBRUARY 2006 and Cristian Nemescu had finished editing Marilena de la P7 

and was waiting for the greenlight on his first feature, California Dreamin’. Both him and his 

crew were preoccupied with what would happen with Marilena – festivals didn‟t like a bastard 

movie of 45 minutes which was hard to fit into a category. One night, actress Maria Dinulescu 

(star of both Poveste and California) invited Nemescu to her apartment, set on introducing him 

to a girl – Luiza Pârvu – the Craiova girl he e-mailed advice to a couple years back. 

Dinulescu had other guests as well, and Nemescu, not expecting other people there, stood in 

the doorway, awkwardly holding his jacket. Luiza was wearing pajamas. They got to talking and 

quickly converged on their common interest: movies. “We had a strong connection,” says Pârvu, 

a small dark-haired woman of 21, with blue eyes and razor cut bangs, pushed slightly to the 

right. The dimple in her cheeks appears often when she remembers him. 

“Cristi made the first step afterwards,” she says. “He never made the first step.” Nemescu 

asked Dinulescu to invite him over again. Dinulescu said she wasn‟t going to be at home but 



advised him to go over and pretend to wait for her – that way he could be alone with Luiza. It 

worked. “It was like dating in junior high,” she says. 

In the commentary to the California Dreamin’ DVD, actor Răzvan Vasilescu says that 

Nemescu seemed like the kind of shy boy who is unable to talk directly to the girl he likes. He‟d 

rather make a film to say he liked her. Vasilescu was right – there was a saying among Cristi‟s 

friends that if he falls for a girl, he‟ll screen his movies for her. One night, after their first official 

date, he told Luiza. “I want to show you something.” They went to Toncu‟s place, who at that 

time was finishing the sound to Marilena, and Nemescu screened a few scenes. 

“I was very touched,” she says. “I knew that was his way to say „I love you‟.” 

Nemescu wasn‟t a guy of big words and he didn‟t have expansive gestures. He manifested 

his affection through small things. Luiza says that maybe the most daring thing he ever said to 

her was: “You‟re nice.” There was an intense moment one night when they kissed in the studio. 

“We kissed, we electrified, and all the computers turned off,” she says. “It was a short power 

outage, but I knew how much these moments meant to Cristi.” (Both Marilena and Monica in 

California have the power to electrify, especially when they are attracted to somebody.) 

A little over a month after they met, Marilena was accepted in the Semaine de la Critique 

section of the Cannes Film Festival and MediaPro had greenlighted California. Nemescu had 

dated before Luiza (not all his relationships were fiascos) but no one remembers him happier 

then he was with Luiza. In the race towards maturity, Cristian Nemescu the man was catching up 

fast to Cristian Nemescu the filmmaker. 

It‟s hard to separate the person from the filmmaker – especially when they meet so often on 

screen – but what‟s certain is that Nemescu seemed more helpless in real life. He was haunted by 

all kinds of allergies for which he carried sprays. Doiaru‟s allergies in California are his. 

Because he was skinny and fragile, he kept getting sick. While filming Marilena he wore a 

hoodie because he was afraid of contracting meningitis, and during the editing on California he 

asked Cristuţiu to tape paper to the air-conditioning vent so it wouldn‟t blow at his head. 

Sometimes Cristuţiu would successfully convince him to keep the air at 27 degrees C, but even 

then Nemescu would pull the hood over his head and a doctor‟s mask over his face. When he 

was in high school, he used to get nosebleeds – something to be found in his characters, too. He 

didn‟t drink, didn‟t smoke and didn‟t dance – he was quite a sight in the club, where you could 



find him sitting down and drinking soda through a straw. He occasionally bought a beer, but 

Cristuţiu can‟t remember him finishing one. 

He was messy and worked on his own schedule. When he didn‟t shoot he woke up around 

noon. He had a habit of being at least 20 minutes late. He was so airheaded that his mother had to 

buy his plane tickets and make sure he got to his flights on time. She also packed him lunch. 

Once, walking to a movie screening at a festival, he remembered he forgot his allergy spray. He 

went back to get it, but lost his badge in the processes. 

“You didn‟t pity him, but he was like a child when faced with the real world,” Pârvu says. 

“Cristi watched movies, talked movies and made movies. He preferred to avoid the practical 

stuff because „he wasn‟t good at them‟.” 

He once had to pick up a package from the post office (he didn‟t do many chores, pay bills or 

go shopping) and when he came back, screened through his photographic memory, his banal visit 

to the post office had taken epic proportions, complete with descriptions of the building, the 

employees and their gestures. 

Trains and planes were an inconvenience; ironically he thought cars as being safest. He was 

afraid of bumper cars, he was afraid of the water. When Luiza managed to drag him to the beach, 

he just sat on the shore. 

His weaknesses and little eccentricities didn‟t bring him down. On the contrary. Nemescu is 

remembered as jovial and a funny guy with a penchant to crack jokes. “I remember him happy, 

worry-free,” Luiza said. “He had tremendous lust for life.” 

“Nothing compared to fun with him, especially when we exchanged stories of failed love,” 

Voican says. Vasluianu calls him a joker. “I remember his laugh vividly. He had this special 

laugh – he laughed with his whole face and turned very red. Even his bald head was a little red.” 

“He also had some funny T-shirts,” Irimescu says. “He once came to me with this shirt – him 

not being a macho kind of guy. It was a shirt with a drawing of a caveman and a cavewoman and 

the man was holding a bat. They were two panels. In the first they were separated and it said 

„man want woman‟. In the second, the man was dragging the woman by the hair and it said „man 

take woman‟.” 

Assumed self-deprecation – that was Nemescu‟s humor. In movies and in life. Maybe the 

self-mockery came from the expectations he had of himself, says Ghiţescu. “Self-mockery comes 

when you‟ve reached a higher plain of intelligence and you can knock yourself. Usually people 



get upset. You have to be detached, you have to accept yourself to be able to say: „This is it 

folks, if you don‟t like me, mamma ain‟t going to make another one.‟” 

 

ON THE NIGHT OF AUGUST 24, 2006, Nemescu and Toncu were in a cab. They were 

going home after seeing Superman Returns. Nemescu had changed a lot from those cold days of 

shooting in Rahova. He was without a doubt at the highest point in his life. He had won more 

than 25 awards and was three scenes away from a finished draft of his debut film. He had a 

caring family, devoted friends, and he was in love. The next day he planned to throw a party at 

his house – his parents were away – where he‟d cook his famous fish: fried trout with vegetables 

and dill, a recipe he picked up from a friend and called his “girl conquering recipe.” He was still 

modest and was embarrassed when people talked to him about his movies. As sure as he was 

about his art, he would still get bummed when he read negative reviews (he was bothered when a 

critic called the ending to Marilena “unjustified” and “brutal”). He still feared failure in front of 

the public. 

He called Luiza from the cab and they decided to meet at his house. “I‟ll wait for you,” he 

said before hanging up. Her taxi was late. The driver apologized – there was an accident 

involving another cab and a lot of cars were gathered at Eroilor. A Porsche Cayenne had run a 

red light at 113 km/hour and dismembered a Logan cruising at 42 km/h, knocking it off the road 

into the fence of the Radio House. When she reached his apartment building in Colentina, Luiza 

rang his buzzer. Nobody answered. Someone let her in the building and she went up and rang his 

doorbell. Nobody answered. She called Cristi‟s cell phones. One was off. Nobody answered the 

other one. 

The brutality of Nemescu‟s death shocked the people close to him. Even though it‟s been a 

year, there is still a lot of pain and anger. Friends and colleagues wrestle with his memory, 

unsure how much of it to keep for themselves and how much to share with the public, which 

only now, after California became a hit, began to learn of him. Some are disappointed about how 

the movie was promoted and angry that the DVD and theater release happened simultaneously. 

His parents are consumed by the absurdity of the trial that isn‟t making inroads because of 

procedural issues. The Porsche‟s driver, Ali Imran, an English citizen, is banned from leaving the 

country. 



“There is nobody that can defend Cristi,” Octavian Nemescu says with tears in his eyes. 

“There is no justice in this country – a country Cristi loved.” The Nemescus would like to see the 

laws changed so that such accidents are considered crimes and the drivers involved are banned 

forever from getting behind the wheel. “I want you to understand one thing,” Erica writes in an 

e-mail after our meeting. “I am not especially interested that Ali Imran rot in jail… If I had 

supernormal powers, I‟d like to make him live that moment of terror those boys went though. 

But I can‟t do it.” 

I asked the people who knew him how he would have handled this story. A rising star, in the 

best moment of his life, suddenly dies in a car crash. “He would have told the backstory and put 

the death at the end,” says Maria Dinulescu. “He would have never opened with death – that‟s 

for sure.” Marghidan: “I don‟t think he would have made this movie. It had to be lighthearted, it 

had to have humor.” Cristuţiu says he probably wouldn‟t have told the story because “nobody 

would have believed it. It would have been exaggerated, a tear-jerker. Too evident.” 

When he took his admission exam to film school, Nemescu‟s first assignment was to create a 

short story starting from one sentence. His sentence started: “And when the child enters the 

forest…” In the story that charmed the board, the child enters the forest, grows up, becomes a 

teenager, then a man, and crossing the forest becomes a metaphor for going through life. 

When the child comes to a clearing, he comes out old. He looks back only to see a tree fall in 

the forest. 

“That‟s beautiful,” Damian told him, completely seduced by the story. “Still, you were 

assigned a short story – don‟t you feel this journey that you described is more is more suited for 

a long story?” 

Nemescu looked at him calmly and answered: “It can be very short.” 


