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1. Overview of the Research, Justification of the Topic Selection, Research Objectives

The starting point of my doctoral research was the realization that the
institutionalized history and archives of the 1989 Romanian Revolution prove insufficient to
capture the experiences and memories of post-communist society. For the postmemory
generation (including myself), a comprehensive understanding of the past is hindered by the
distortions and monolithic constructions of official historical narratives. In my research, |
address the question of how theatre of memory, through its aesthetic and dramaturgical
strategies, can step in where official archives fall short in facilitating an understanding of the
past: how the stage becomes a performative space for the contradictory private memories
marginalized by the official canon.

In my doctoral dissertation, I sought to examine how theatre productions engaging
with the regime change make various forms of memory visible, and how the stage can
represent private memory where grand historical narratives have faded or proved
incomplete.

Although Romanian theatre served as a crucial site of resistance until 1989, the
previously well-functioning ‘metaphorical rebellion’! suddenly became obsolete following
the fall of the dictatorship, consequently, the revolution did not become a theatrical subject
until the mid-2000s.?> While society remained preoccupied with the unprocessed (recent) past
for an extended period, reflections within the theatrical sphere remained limited, and
engaging with the concrete event of the revolution rarely became a focal point of theatre.
Furthermore, another key aspect of this issue is that while theatre functioned as one of the
most significant space of resistance during the dictatorship years, the previously effective,
censorship-evading allusions — the ‘soparla’® — abruptly lost their function after the regime
change.* During the transitional period, the theatre scene was also struck by a crisis of

dramatic texts, largely stemming from the post-regime-change rejection of the old system's

! Iulia Porovicr, ,,Fiiggetleniil, Roménidban”, transl. TOMPA Andrea, Szinhdz 46, no. 12. (2013): 31.

2 Tulia Porovict, ,,Cu Revolutia la teatru. Dupa 30 de ani”, Observator Cultural, 19th Dec 2019.

* In Romanian vernacular, the term sopdrla (literally 'lizard') was used to refer to a hidden or ironic message
smuggled by writers, journalists and theatre makers into a censored work. For a precise explanation of the
concept, see Chapter 3.3, 'Soparla and Censorship' of the thesis.

4 Cristina MODREANU, 4 History of Romanian Theatre from Communism to Capitalism: Children of a
Restless Time (Routledge, 2019), e-book, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429281372, The old road rapidly
ageing: changes in Romania’s theatre before and after 1989.



dramatic structures, while experimenting with new forms took a considerable amount of
time.’

In my thesis, however, I do not undertake to uncover the representational void of the
Revolution or to examine the causes of silence and agony, rather, I analyse those exceptional
theatrical endeavours that nevertheless attempted to performatively articulate and represent
the afterlife of the Romanian Revolution in (collective and individual) memory.
Furthermore, the research is not built upon reconstructing the historical sequence of the
revolution’s events, instead, it investigates its place in collective memory and, above all, its
theatrical afterlife, focusing on the theatrical mechanisms that bring official historical
narratives and often contradictory memories to the stage. The central research question is
therefore not how accurately these performances depict the revolution, but what mnemonic
mechanisms they mobilize when staging its afterlife and remembrance.

The primary research corpus of my doctoral thesis thus consists of five theatrical
productions and dramatic texts engaging with the events of the 1989 Romanian Revolution,
which nearly exhaustively map the trajectory of theatrical memory politics across the more
than three decades since 1989. These productions render the distinct stages of the post-
regime-change decades accessible for examination, enabling us to trace how the discourse
of Romanian memory-work theatre has evolved. Mad Forest (1990), The Last Days of the
Ceausescus (2009), Anul disparut. 1989 [The Vanishing Year. 1989] (2015), The Revolution
Project (2019), and Jurnal de Romdnia. 1989 [Romanian Diary. 1989] (2020) do not merely
form a chronological arc. They also highlight divergent modes of operation within the
theatrical remembrance of the revolution: spanning from immediate testimony through
archival reenactment and postmemory representation to autobiographical documentarism.
Although, according to my mapping and knowledge, a total of twelve stage representations
of the Romanian Revolution can be identified, the selection of these five productions is
justified by their near-exclusive focus on the revolution itself and its direct memory, drawing
primarily upon archival documents, testimonies, and interviews. Thus, the primary selection
criterion was that the examined productions employ archives and autobiographical
testimonies as their source material. In contrast, the productions omitted from this research

pursue different generic or methodological directions: the two Hungarian-language

5 Alexandra FELSEGHI, ,,Teatrul documentar si relatia lui cu istoria traitd”, Anuarul Institutului de
Istorie »George Baritiu« - Series HISTORICA - Supliment LIX, no. 2. (2020): 667.
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productions,® for instance, are fictional dramas rather than confession-based works, and the
broader corpus also includes a performance piece,” a ballet,® a radio play,” and a
youth/student theatre production.!® Furthermore, the five selected productions
comprehensively reflect the main trajectories I identified in the theatrical engagement with
the subject, consequently, their analysis offers a representative overview, rendering the
inclusion of further case studies unnecessary.

At the core of my own scholarly interest lies precisely the theatrical transformation
of memory: how the representation of a traumatic event shifts over time. As a researcher, I
consider the analysis of this trajectory essential because theatre is not merely a passive
imprint of past events, but an active agent in shaping collective memory.

At first glance, a chronological examination of the selected corpus appears to
contradict Jan Assmann’s memory theory, according to which communicative memory
linearly gives way to cultural memory.!! In this case, the memory politics of Romanian
theatre followed a far more complex, dynamic trajectory: moving from the immediate,
chaotic capturing of the revolution's memory (Mad Forest), to the verbatim, rigid
reenactment of documents nearly two decades later (The Last Days of the Ceausescus), and
culminating over the past decade in a sharp return to private, confessional microhistories
(Anul disparut. 1989, The Revolution Project, Jurnal de Romania. 1989).

One of the central theses of my dissertation is therefore that this non-linear shift is
neither accidental nor erratic in itself, but symptomatic: it is the consequence of the deep-
seated distrust citizens hold toward the Romanian institutional system and officialised
historical narratives. Because the transformation of the 1989 events into cultural memory
fell victim to political manipulation, foregrounding the narrative of the 'stolen revolution' for

citizens, theatre was compelled to change course. First, Milo Rau and Simone Eisenring

¢ Tamas Lovassy Cseh: Temetetlenek [The Unburied], dir. Tamas Lovassy Cseh, EMNT — Varoterem Projekt
— Csiky Gergely Hungarian State Theatre, Timisoara (2019); Géza Paskandi: Pornokracia [Pornocracy], dir.
Istvan Szabd K., Hungarian State Theatre of Cluj (2025).

" Nicoleta Lefter: An tan tina, One World Romania — Linotip Independent Choreographic Center — POINT
(2019).

8 Revolta [Revolt], chor. Vanda Stefanescu and Gigi Caciuleanu, Regal de Balet (2019).

91989. Cifre [1989. Figures], dir. Ilinca Stihi and Attila Vizauer, German State Theatre Timisoara —
Romanian National Radio Theatre — Radio Romania Cultural (2023).

10 Strigatul Libertatii [The Cry of Freedom], dir. Alexandru Nagy, Victory of Art — Metropolis Theatre,
Bucharest (2025).

1 Jan ASSMANN, A4 kulturdlis emlékezet: irds, emlékezés és politikai identitds a korai magaskultirdkban,
transl. HIDAS Zoltan, Német Szellemtudomanyi Konyvtar (Budapest: Atlantisz, 1999), 49-56.

[For the English edition, see: Jan Assmann, Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance,
and Political Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011)]
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undertook the task of uncovering the missing archive in their production, subsequently,
further productions — recognizing the insufficiency of historiography — consciously turned
toward an oppositional, subjective microhistory in order to sustain the revolutionary events
within communicative memory for as long as possible, before they become irrevocably

sealed within Romania's manipulation-laden cultural memory.

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework of the Research

Alongside the theories of theatre aesthetics and theatre studies necessary for
examining theatrical representations of the 1989 Romanian Revolution, it is essential to
incorporate into the discourse the diverse, interdisciplinary theories of memory studies,
spanning from sociology through cultural studies to the philosophy of history.

In the theoretical framing of my doctoral dissertation, by incorporating and logically
building upon the theories of memory studies scholars (Aleida Assmann, Jan Assmann,
Gabor Gyani, Maurice Halbwachs, Zsolt K. Horvath, Pierre Nora) and theorists of theatrical
memory (Marvin Carlson, Marianne Hirsch, Magdolna Jékfalvi, Katherine M. Johnson,
Freddie Rokem), and by drawing on their conceptual frameworks, I seek to illuminate how
theatre becomes a site for confronting lived experiences, fundamentally complex processes
of working through the past, official institutional narratives, and private remembering, as
well as a productive, aesthetically compelling space for their encounter.

The research does not merely apply the conceptual toolkit of memory studies, but
recalibrates these concepts by adapting them to post-communist Romanian theatre.
Projecting Pierre Nora's concept of lieux de mémoire (places of memory) onto theatrical
space, | introduce the category of the performative places of memory. Furthermore,
extending Michel Foucault's concept of counter-history, 1 define the theatre maker and the

actor as a counter-historian.

Fundamentals of Memory Studies: The Dichotomy of History and Memory

When establishing the theoretical framework of memory studies and solidly

grounding the research’s conceptual toolkit, I consider the theory of lieux de mémoire (places



of memory) by French historian Pierre Nora indispensable,'? as it provides a stable and
exceptionally fertile vantage point for examining theatrical representations of the Romanian
Revolution. Indeed, Nora not only addresses the mechanisms of processing the past, but also
draws a sharp line between lived, organic memory — breathing in the everyday life of the
community — and reconstructed, artificially systematized, often cold history.!* Building upon
Nora’s theory in my dissertation, I introduce the concept of performative places of memory,
given that the past is not merely preserved on stage, rather, it is continuously reconfigured
in relation to present conditions, gaining ever newer layers of meaning, tensions, questions
and interpretations with each performance that uncovers and works through past events.

I define the opposition and operational mechanisms of memory and history present
within post-communist discourse based on the theory developed by French sociologist
Maurice Halbwachs. In his early seminal work, Les cadres sociaux de la mémoire (The
Social Frameworks of Memory), originally published in 1925, Halbwachs demonstrates that
all individual memory is inherently tied to social groups. When theatre makers engage with
the traumatic events of the recent past, they navigate between distinct mnemonic layers,
alternately foregrounding the fixity and illusion of objectivity characteristic of history, or the
fragmentation and subjectivity of individual experiences and recollections. Here, theatre
becomes not merely an illustration of collective memory, but its active agent and catalyst:
within the space of the stage, individual stories inevitably clash with official historical
narratives, generating tension between subjective, lived experience and the canonized half-
truths of state-sponsored mythmaking.

Although Halbwachs’s theories provide a solid foundation for examining theatre of
memory, his perspective as a social psychologist remains confined to interpretation through
the lens of the group, consequently, engaging with Jan Assmann’s work on memory becomes
both necessary and indispensable. Assmann also explores the cultural dimensions of memory
theory, emphasizing that he sees little justification for such a pragmatic separation between
memory and tradition, or between the group and the individual.!* Expanding upon the theory
of collective memory, Assmann introduces its dual division, drawing a clear and distinct

boundary between communicative memory and cultural memory.!> Communicative memory

12 Pierre NORA, Emlékezet és torténelem kozétt valogatott tanulmdnyok, szerk. K. HORVATH Zsolt, ford. HAAS
Lidia et alii. (Budapest: Napvilag, 2010). [For English edition see: Pierre NORA, “Between Memory and History:
Les Lieux de Mémoire.” Representations, no. 26 (1989): 7-24.]

13 NORA, Emlékezet és térténelem kozott valogatott..., 14-15.

14 ASSMANN, 4 kulturdlis emlékezet..., 46—48.

15 ASSMANN, A4 kulturdlis emlékezet..., 49-56.



forms part of everyday life, operating through informal, spontaneous and often unrecorded
interactions among contemporaries, its lifespan is therefore intimately tied to the existence
of living memory carriers, spanning a horizon of merely three to four generations — that is,
approximately 80 to 100 years. At the same time, Assmann places the critical threshold
around the fortieth year, when the living, active memory of contemporary eyewitnesses who
experienced the given recent event (particularly as adults) steadily fades and dissipates,
yielding to the mediated memory of the subsequent generation.'® The proportion of active
rememberers is already declining with inevitable naturalness. To substantiate this, based on
January 2025 data from the Romanian National Institute of Statistics — and assuming, for the
sake of a representative estimate, that individuals under the age of 40 have no personal
memory of the revolution — we find that more than 45% of Romania’s population of roughly
19 million can no longer be considered active rememberers of these events. This proportion
naturally increases year by year, radically reshaping the social context of the revolution’s
memory. Jan Assmann’s theory on the erosion of communicative memory thus constitutes a

vital insight for this research.

Theatre as a Space of Memory

Throughout my thesis, I frequently reference the 'haunted''” nature of theatre as
formulated by American theatre scholar Marvin Carlson. According to Carlson, theatre
emerged from an ancient demand 'to preserve the memory of events deemed significant

within a culture by re-enacting them.'®

Theatre does not preserve memories as a museal
archive; rather, on the contrary — as Freddie Rokem points out — performing history!’
precisely attempts to overcome isolation from the past and create a community for whom

'the events of this past will matter again.'?°

16 Assmann, 4 kulturdlis emlékezet, 50.

17 Marvin CARLSON, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2001).

18 Marvin CARLSON, ,,A milt eljatszasa: €16 torténelem és kulturalis emlékezet”, in 4 szinpadtdl a szinpadig:
Valogatas Marvin Carlson szinhazi irasaibol, szerk. KURDI Maria és CSIKAI Zsuzsa, ford. SZVERLE Ilona,
AMERICANA eBooks (Szeged: Department of American Studies, University of Szeged, 2014), e-konyv,
https://doi.org/10.14232/americana.books.2014.szinpadtol.carlson. [For English edition see: Marvin Carlson,
"Performing the Past: Living History and Cultural Memory," Paragrana 9, no. 2 (2001): 237-248.]

1% Freddie ROKEM, Performing History: Theatrical Representations of the Past in Contemporary Theatre,
Studies in theatre history and culture (Iowa City: University of lowa Press, 2000), e-book.

20 ROKEM, Performing History..., xii.



https://doi.org/10.14232/americana.books.2014.szinpadtol.carlson

According to Theodor W. Adorno, however, working through the past cannot mean
simply checking it off as a completed task, thereby settling accounts with the past once and
for all and erasing it from memory as if it were a mere administrative step. Working through
the past can only be successful if we seriously work through it, enduring even its most
uncomfortable aspects. In my observation, theatre — as an arena of remembrance and public
discourse — does precisely what Adorno emphasizes: it refuses to allow often hasty gestures
of forgetting and forgiveness to obscure injustices and atrocities, continuously helping
society maintain moral vigilance and a critical perspective.?!

Reenactments of history do not merely establish a new relational framework with a
given past event, they also illuminate the problematic nature of these relationships, which
traditional historical approaches have hitherto obscured or neglected. In uncovering this
problematic relationship with the past, the actor plays a pivotal role, as they become both a
witness and a kind of historian — what Rokem defines as a 'hyper-historian.'”? The actor’s
presence and communication with the audience fundamentally shape the discourse of
memory-work theatre, bridging the ever-widening temporal divide between the historical
event and the contemporary spectator.?

In the case of post-communist Romanian theatre, however, I have further refined this
Rokemian function of the hyper-historian in my thesis. To secure its own legitimation, the
post-regime-change political elite constructed a kind of 'invented tradition* of the
revolution and a narrative that inherently concealed those truly responsible, constructing
heroic tales in the shadow of the events' actual victims. In this context, where both the
historian and the state have become compromised, the actor's function cannot be exhausted
by the mere mediation of the past. In memory-work productions, the actor and the theatre
maker thus advance from Rokem’s hyper-historian into what can be termed a counter-
historian: employing their own memory as primary evidence to challenge narratives
perceived as false, they offer grassroots, more democratic alternative to a monopolized
politics of memory. The concept of the counter-historian is best understood through its

positioning in opposition to official historical narratives that legitimize power. Thus, when

2l Theodor W. ADORNO, ,,Mit jelent: a mult feldolgozasa?”, ford. WEISS Janos, Muilt és jovd 33, 1. sz. (2022):
26. [For English edition see: Theodor W. Adorno, 'The Meaning of Working Through the Past,' in Critical
Models: Interventions and Catchwords, trans. Henry W. Pickford (New York: Columbia University Press,
1998), 89-103.]

22 ROKEM, Performing History..., 13.

23 ROKEM, Performing History..., 202.

24 Eric HOBSBAWM, ,,Introduction: Inventing Traditions”, in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Eric J. HOBSBAWM
and Terence O. RANGER, 1-14 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 1-14.
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examining theatrical representations in my dissertation, I define the creators of the analysed
productions as counter-historians in the sense that their task is construed as a reorganization
of historical narratives. In this context, theatre as a place of memory accommodates nothing
less than a performative historical and mnemonic inquiry that, by centering personal, private
memory, deconstructs fixed historical narratives and opens space for the polyphonic,

multifaceted story of the 1989 Romanian Revolution.

The Representability of Postmemory

When examining the theatrical representations of the 1989 Romanian Revolution, it
is essential to clarify that neither the Ceausescu’s dictatorship itself nor the revolution that
brought it to an end can be regarded merely as a temporally bounded sequence of historical
events, rather, they constitute the catalyst of an ever-shifting societal trauma — in truth, a
caesura that dislodged society as a whole from its established course, generating
reverberations that continue to haunt across multiple generations.

Marianne Hirsch conceptualizes the relationship to anomic, inherited trauma through
the notion of postmemory.?> In the case studies, I interpret the concept of postmemory
primarily not as a label denoting specific generation, but as a representational aspect. In
certain instances, theatre does not narrate the lived past, it rather renders palpable the voids
emerging within inherited memories, alongside the questions and inquiry surrounding the

events.

The Revolution’s Invented Traditions

The examination of the theatrical representations of the 1989 Romanian Revolution
is only partially a mnemonic and historical question, as it is at least as crucial to uncover
how theatre has reshaped — and continues to reshape over time — the events themselves, their
meanings, and their mnemonic frameworks. At this juncture, Eric Hobsbawm’s foundational
concept of invented tradition*® provides a particularly useful point of departure for

elaborating my doctoral topic. In essence, this concept encompasses a set of symbolic and

25 Marianne HIRSCH, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2012).

26 Eric HoBSBAWM and Terence RANGER, eds., The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2012).
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ritual practices that inculcate certain values and norms of behavior through repetition, while
attempting to establish a sense of continuity with the past.

Theatre does not merely depict the revolution, it actively contributes to how this
rupture is transformed into a founding narrative, a shared loss, a heroic origin, or indeed a
contested national myth. Theatrical representations therefore do not simply reflect memory
but actively participate in its reconfiguration. In this context, the theatrical representations
analysed in my thesis do not seek to reinforce invented traditions or officialised, constructed
narratives, instead, they aim precisely to deconstruct, expose and problematize them. Nor do
they aspire to maintain continuity — on the contrary, their objective is to demonstrate that the

memory of the revolution is inherently mediated, fragmented, and contested.

The Term of Communism

In my thesis, I also briefly address the terminology I employ to delineate the era and
regime under study — namely, what justifies my use of the term communism. In a strict
conceptual sense, applying the term state socialism to pre-1989 Romania often appears
justified even today, given that the classlessness and shared property envisioned by Marxist
communism were realized, at most, only on a theoretical plane. For the purposes of my
research, however, the term communism proves to be the most adequate. While state
socialism primarily denotes an economic framework, and the concept of the party-state
serves chiefly to describe institutional operation, the notion of communism is uniquely
capable of capturing lived realities. Thus, my employment of the term communism and its
derivatives is not merely a stylistic choice, but a methodological stance. Furthermore,
alongside communism, I also employ the term dictatorship to designate the regime —

partially mapped onto the former, though not as a strict synonym.

11



3. The Methodology of the Research

The point of departure for the overarching methodology of my dissertation is rooted
in an interdisciplinary theatre studies approach, through which I endeavor to transcend
disciplinary boundaries. Accordingly, the analyses of the case studies primarily employ the
theoretical frameworks of memory studies, seamlessly synthesizing them with the
methodologies of theatre history and theatre theory.

Primarily due to the availability or inaccessibility of sources and archival materials,
my research cannot, by its very nature, undertake a classical, traditional performance or
dramatic analysis for every case study. Rather, my focus is directed toward examining
theatre as a space of memory, where private and personal stories collide with fixed and
institutionalized historical narratives, rendering visible the tensions between different
mechanisms of memory.

From a methodological perspective, it posed a particular challenge that full-length,
recorded footage was not available for every analysed performance. In fact, in certain cases,
no video or photographic materials could be found at all, meaning that for these productions
the research necessarily relies on contemporary press coverage, critical reviews, memoirs,
and the dramatic text itself. Across all examined cases, it is crucial to state that I never treat
the play purely as an autonomous literary work; it is evident that these texts were not
primarily intended as dramatic literature for reading or print, but rather I proceed from the
premise that they demonstrably came into being for the explicit purpose of mise en scéne®’
— that is, staging. In this approach, I have largely foregrounded a text-based, classical (rather
than purely literary) dramaturgical perspective throughout the research, while in the case of
certain performances, uncovering the very nature of performativity also formed one of the
core elements of my analysis.

The analyses in my thesis are presented as theatrical case studies of the memory
politics surrounding the Romanian Revolution. Rather than following a uniform template for
performance analysis, these analyses consistently take as their starting point the specific
aspect of memory that the given play or production articulates most forcefully. Accordingly,

elements such as dramaturgical structure, stage design, acting presence or reception are

27 Patrice PAVIS, Eldaddselemzés, ford. JAKFALVI Magdolna (Budapest: Balassi Kiado, 2003), 11-12. [For
English edition see: Patrice PAVIS, Analyzing Performance: Theater, Dance and Media, trans. David Williams
(Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2003)]
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examined not as separate analytical categories, but as interrelated facets of the theatrical
functioning of memory.

Building on and adapting Pierre Nora’s concept of the lieu de mémoire (place of
memory) to theatre, I demonstrate that the productions examined in this dissertation emerge
as privileged performative spaces that do not merely reflect collective memory but
continuously shape and rewrite it. In the Norian sense, sites of memory are predominantly
physical and symbolic spaces where otherwise intangible remembrance materializes — such
as public monuments, archives and rituals. However, this theory exhibits a pragmatic
division, drawing a boundary between experiential memory that maintains an organic
connection to the past and institutionalized, (often literally) petrified sites of memory.

The methodology of this research deliberately blurs and dissolves this rigid
demarcation. I consider these past-processing productions as events organically rooted in
historical occurrences — shaping and situating them within a performative, present-tense
space — while simultaneously functioning as performative places of memory, given that in
certain instances they may appear to the spectator as a form of museal commemoration or
historical preservation. Paradoxically, these productions are at once unrepeatable events and
archivable, fixed texts. When examining them, we do not merely analyse dramatic literature,
but rather a complex performative event that operates simultaneously through the actor's
stage presence and on the level of actively shaping memory.

To understand the dynamics of connecting to the past, Jan Assmann’s distinction
between cultural and communicative memory provides an indispensable framework for this
research. According to Assmann’s definition, communicative memory pertains strictly to the
past directly and personally experienced by individuals, that is, it relies exclusively on the
lived experiences and oral accounts of those who were physically present at the given
historical event. In contrast, cultural memory spans a much broader, transgenerational
timeframe and materializes in constructs and media such as written texts, rituals, or, in our
case, theatrical representations.?® From the perspective of the dissertation's main thesis, a
key insight is that the five case studies selected for analysis depict the memory of the 1989
Romanian Revolution within a historical and social context that, drawing on Assmann’s
theory, reflects a state of transition. This is an ongoing phase where the direct connection to
the past — namely communicative memory — begins to solidify and transform into cultural

memory.

28 ASSMANN, A4 kulturdlis emlékezet..., 56.
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Furthermore, the purpose of the theoretical framework in this research is to render
the examined questions and propositions interpretable through the lens of theatrical practice.
Consequently, the logic behind constructing the research corpus is built on case studies,
focusing the inquiry on five selected plays and productions: Caryl Churchill’s Mad Forest,
written in 1990 just months after the events; The Last Days of the Ceausescus (2009), written
and co-directed by Milo Rau, which reenacts the trial of the dictatorial couple; Anul
Disparut. 1989 (2018), written by Peca Stefan and directed by Ana Margineanu; Saviana
Stanescu’s play The Revolution Project, written and premiered in 2019; and Jurnal de
Romania. 1989, written and directed by Carmen Lidia Vidu in 2020.

The corpus defined by these five productions spans the three and a half decades
elapsed since the 1989 Romanian Revolution. Although these productions and plays follow
one another linearly in time, what becomes significant for my research is not merely the
chronology, but rather making visible how — within this linearity — the capacity of theatre to
shape memory and re-represent the past has changed or indeed failed to change.

This sampling is effectively justified by the fact that the corpus itself is capable of
practically modeling Jan Assmann's theory. According to Assmann, communicative memory
typically remains actively present in the life of generations for approximately eighty to one
hundred years. However, he also points out that the period around the fortieth year following
an event marks a critical threshold, as the transition into cultural memory already begins at
this point. And as we approach this very threshold, I consider it especially vital and timely
to examine the tendencies and mechanisms of the past nearly forty years through the
theatrical representations addressing the 1989 Revolution.

Drawing on Marvin Carlson’s theory of theatrical memory, I analyse the memory-
and nostalgia-stimulating, atmosphere-creating power of period objects appearing on stage
(such as the pioneer uniform symbolizing the era or the iconic Pegas bicycle), which
transforms these objects from mere props into carriers and "haunted"?’ traces of the past.

Building on Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, 1 point out the generational
mechanisms through which the generation that did not directly experience the revolution
attempts to fill the — often artificially generated — void gaping in official and familial archives
with their own fictions or inherited fragments of memory.

I also draw upon Eric Hobsbawm’s concept of the "invented tradition," through

which I sharply contrast the official, monolithic state narrative of the revolution with the

29 CARLSON, The Haunted Stage...
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fragmented and at times contradictory memory of the ordinary person's everyday, often
chaotic experiences.*’

I supplement this theoretical framework with Aleida Assmann’s concept of self-
victimization, which enables the examination of how individual and collective traumas are
organized into narratives in which a given community positions itself primarily as a victim.3!

Maurice Halbwachs’s theory of collective memory also provides a fundamental point
of reference for my thesis, as it proceeds from the premise that remembering is not an
isolated process, but is always formed and rendered meaningful in accordance with the
mechanisms and normative frameworks of the group.*?

Finally, I rely on Patrice Pavis’s framework for performance analysis to examine the
functioning of the analysed plays and performances beyond the levels of dramatic text,
theme, or memory mechanisms alone. Following Pavis, I treat the productions as
autonomous artworks — as mise en scene — investigating how the performative synthesis of
scenic, visual, acoustic, and spatial solutions, along with the acting itself, is realized.??

I conduct the analysis of each case study according to a multi-tiered framework.
However, in practice, these steps do not follow one another linearly or in hermetic isolation,
but rather operate organically, often interwoven and mutually informing one another. In

analysing the case studies, I therefore follow five closely interrelated criteria:

30 HOBSBAWM és RANGER, The Invention of Tradition...

31 Aleida ASSMANN, Rossz kozérzet az emlékezetkultirdban: Beavatkozds (Budapest: Mult és Jovo Kiado,
2016), 203. [For original edition see: Aleida ASSMANN, Das neue Unbehagen an der Erinnerungskultur: Eine
Intervention. (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2021)]

32 Maurice HALBWACHS, Az emlékezés tarsadalmi keretei, ford. SIMON Vanda és MARADI Krisztina (Budapest:
L’Harmattan Kiado, 2021), 129. [For English version see: Maurice HALBWACHS, On Collective Memory, ed.
and trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992)]

3 PAVIS, Elbaddselemzés.
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e First, I examine the temporal distance from which the given production speaks
about 1989, and how this distance shapes the representability of the revolution.

e Second, I analyse the memory carriers upon which the performance relies:
testimony (especially autobiographical confession), archival documents,
projections of television footage, the actor's body, object-based nostalgia or fiction.

e Third, I observe the relationship the production establishes with the officialised
historical narrative: whether it reinforces, reenacts, questions or perhaps
deconstructs it.

e Fourth, I foreground the theatrical forms and methods through which memory could
be brought to the stage.

e Finally, I treat reception not as an isolated concluding element, but as an indicator
of the conflicts regarding memory and the revolution that the given performance

activated following its premiere.

4. The Main Findings and Results of the Thesis

Throughout my research, it became evident to me that while documents can
substantiate the factuality of certain aspects of a past event, they consistently prove
inadequate in capturing lived experience and the subjective reality of the historical moment.
Past- and memory-processing theatre intervenes precisely where the toolkit of
historiography falls short. The subjective deficiency of archives is exponentially true for the
events of the 1989 Romanian Revolution. The official narratives and manipulated television
broadcasts surrounding the regime change often present a distorted, monolithic image, while
the memory of Romanian society has entered a strange latency, a sort of vacuum.

In addition, throughout my thesis, I have highlighted several key insights and
findings.

Reasons for the Delay in Theatrical Reflections

I proceeded from the premise that the decade-long delay in theatrical reflection

cannot be explained solely by the shock of historical trauma. Rather, this delay was the
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consequence of deeply rooted structural, institutional, and cultural barriers that characterized
the post-regime-change period.

Society's confrontation with its past was hindered by the old elite's preservation of
power and transfer into the new system, as well as by the existential struggles citizens faced
due to wild capitalism. All of this locked society into a cognitive dissonance and an
Assmannian monologic, self-victimizing narrative,** in which visceral hatred toward the
oppressive dictatorship became paradoxically intertwined with a distorted nostalgia for
communism.

This social paralysis was further deepened by the internal crises of the theatre, as
censorship and the sopdrla ingrained under communism instantly lost their function and
validity in the face of sudden freedom of speech and the explicit imagery of bloody events
broadcast live on television. The success of this seemingly playful, humorous Aesopian
language — the sopdrla — lay in its foundation on a tacit, secret complicity between the actor,
director, playwright and audience. With the sudden explosion of free speech in 1989,
however, this complicit relationship lost its validity overnight; audiences no longer needed
allusive theatrical metaphors to understand reality. This new situation induced a cultural
crisis and a loss of identity among theatre makers, who felt rejected and marginalized, having
lost their former relevance. Struggling with hollowed-out language and the monopoly of
established repertory theatres, the profession had to rebuild itself from the ground up.

In this regard, change was ushered in by the new generation of creators emerging in
the early 2000s (such as the dramAcum movement) and the documentary turn. These theatre
practitioners — including Gianina Carbunariu, Bogdan Georgescu, or Peca Stefan and Ana
Margineanu — deliberately rejected the metaphors of institutional theatres and turned directly
to Securitate surveillance transcripts and verbatim interviews to theatrically deconstruct

decades of silence.

The Non-Linear Trajectory of Romanian Theatrical Memory Politics

In examining Romanian theatre, a delay can be observed around the turn of the
millennium regarding the representation of the 1989 Romanian Revolution. However, the
five productions analysed in my dissertation outline — in a certain sense as exceptions, yet in

a representative manner — the three-decade arc of theatrical representations of the revolution.

34 ASSMANN, Rossz kozérzet...
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One of the primary conclusions of the dissertation is that the developmental history
of Romanian theatre engaging with the revolution somewhat contradicts Jan Assmann’s
theory of memory, as the transition from communicative memory into cultural memory does
not take place as a linear, easily traceable process in this case. These theatrical
representations trace a more complex trajectory: from recording the immediate, chaotic lived
experience of the revolution (Mad Forest, 1990), through the verbatim reenactment of
missing archives (The Last Days of the Ceausescus, 2009), to a sharp return over the past
decade toward private, confessional stories (Anul disparut. 1989, 2015; The Revolution
Project, 2019; Jurnal de Romania. 1989, 2020).

According to my thesis, this non-linear shift in direction is not the result of arbitrary
artistic choices, but rather a societal indicator: it signals the distrust that Romanian citizens
feel toward institutions and official historical narratives. Based on my observations, these
past-processing productions have invariably attempted to keep the revolutionary events
within the realm of communicative memory for as long as possible, extending the boundaries
of the timeframe before all of this is permanently and irrevocably sealed into a
(manipulation-laden) cultural memory. Thus, from all of this, I have arrived at the conclusion
that theatre is not merely a passive imprint of the past, but an active performative medium

for rewriting memory and responsibly transmitting it to subsequent generations.

Theatre as Performative Place of Memory

Drawing on Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de mémoire (places of memory), I
determined that theatre bridges the modern rupture between history and lived memory not
as a static, stone-carved monument, but rather as a kind of performative place of memory.
Instead of merely preserving the past, theatre continually rewrites, rearranges, and questions

fixed historical narratives through the theatrical here and now.

Deconstructing Invented Traditions and the Concept of the Counter-Historian

The post-communist state created invented traditions to legitimize the new regime.
Theatre, however, functions not as an instrument for maintaining or illustrating these
invented traditions and official rituals, but quite the contrary: as a place for the

deconstruction of entrenched historical schemes.
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Since the memory of the revolution is inseparable from manipulated two-
dimensional television footage, theatre responds to this by confronting the reality of screens
with the physical presence and body of the actor. For this very reason, I found it essential to
introduce another concept: the counter-historian in the Foucauldian sense,*® who uses their
own memory as primary evidence to challenge narratives of history perceived as false,
offering a kind of bottom-up, more democratic alternative to monopolized memory politics.
Instead of reinforcing an official canon built on invented traditions in the Hobsbawmian
sense — which served the legitimization of the post-communist elite — the theatrical counter-
historian amplifies marginalized subjective microhistories, providing a more democratic

alternative to monopolized historiography.

A Three-Decade Arc of Representation

The analysis of the case studies demonstrated how, across this thirty-year period,
theatre became the primary articulation of the often-contradictory memory of the 1989
Romanian regime change.

The diverse dramaturgical strategies examined in the case studies (ranging from the
external gaze through the verbatim reenactment of documents to autobiographical
postmemorial fiction) are therefore not mere aesthetic choices, but rather consequences of
the independent theatre sector's arduous gaining of ground and of pivotal turns such as the
opening of the Securitate (Secret Police) archives in the 2000s

The performances analysed in the thesis do not attempt a mere reconstruction of
historical events. Rather, they examine the tensions between official state and mediated
narratives on the one hand, and personal, often fragmented memory on the other. Through
these productions, theatre functions as a laboratory of memory, rendering visible the traumas
of the post-communist transition, the manipulated reality of the 'tele-revolution,' and the
generational narratives of forgetting and postmemory.

The very first significant theatrical imprint of this process is British playwright Caryl
Churchill's play Mad Forest, written a mere few months after the execution of the
Ceausescus as the result of a workshop and fieldwork conducted in Bucharest. Both the
intrigue and primary problematization of the play lie in the presence of the Western gaze, as

it attempts to give form to the fresh societal shock from an external, distanced position.

35 FOUCAULT, ,,28 January 1976”.
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Among the five theatrical representations I examine, Churchill's play is the only one that
explicitly attempts to transcend a homogeneous Romanian national framework of memory
politics. In my assessment, however, this attempt is merely ostensible: while the play
records, on the level of sheer display, the presence in this historical context of arguably one
of Europe's largest ethnic minorities — the Hungarian minority in Romania — its mnemonic
representation remains decidedly superficial.

On the other hand — and this is the most revealing symptom of both the Western and
the capital-centric gaze — the creators remain trapped within the Bucharest-based Romanian
perspective even in terms of naming: they feature the character under the Romanianized
version of the Hungarian name Janos, written as lanos (pronounced: YAH-nosh). This
gesture also shows that the creators failed to grasp the historical gravity of the
Romanianization of Hungarian names, the communist policies of assimilation, and the
aggressive nationalist homogenization efforts, thereby inadvertently reproducing symbolic
violence against the minority.

The deconstruction of the archives is carried further in Milo Rau and Simone
Eisenring's production The Last Days of the Ceausescus, which interrogates the video
recording of the dictator couple's trial through the tools of artistic reenactment and
documentary theatre. The production's most politically charged assertion crystallizes in its
double casting: the very same actors who portray the victims of the revolution in the first
part assume the roles of members of the show trial in the second.

Rau's hyperrealistic direction is precisely a theatrical declaration that in 1989,
political, social, and moral catharsis failed to materialize — because genuine justice and
accountability never occurred, and the communist elite merely changed costumes. If, on the
other hand, the theatre was to offer relief to the audience, it would simply misrepresent the
perceived historical reality. The deliberate refusal of catharsis here is a theatrical reflection
of historical incompleteness, as theatre in this sense does not resolve, but rather sustains the
fundamental tension of the historical event.

The demand to reshape the memory of the revolution brought to life Saviana
Stanescu's play The Revolution Project, which seeks to offer an insider response grounded
in lived experience as a counterpoint to cultural appropriation in Caryl Churchill's play.
Stanescu dismantles the victim—oppressor dichotomy, deconstructs the language of the
revolution, and concludes the piece with a performative reading of the names of the dead,

thereby transforming the theatre into a space of memorial justice.

20



This thirty-year representational arc concludes with Carmen Lidia Vidu's production
Jurnal de Romdnia. 1989, which combines gigantic archival materials projected onto the
facade of the National Theatre of Bucharest with the revolution-related monologues of four
actors. Due to its critical acclaim, I identify Jurnal de Romdnia. 1989 as a significant
milestone in the theatrical representational arc of the revolution, as it was with this
production that the memory of the 1989 Romanian Revolution began to emerge from
marginalization, emancipating itself into a legitimate subject of the Romanian theatrical
mainstream.

Through the examination of the case studies, it became clearly observable to me that
the theatrical representation of the Romanian Revolution traced an arc from an external
observer's position, through the deconstruction of archives and docufiction, to
autobiographical testimony. At the same time, the common feature of these productions is
that they do not offer a closed historical narrative but rather provide a stage for the

confrontation between unresolved past and fragmented memory.
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