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Call for Papers 

Imagining and Reimagining History through Fiction and Film (II) 

 

During the twentieth century and in the early decades of the following century, history has 

been often imagined and reimagined through works of fiction inspired by actual historical events as 

well as through films, many of which have become iconic. Fantasy literature, apocalyptic and 

postapocalyptic narratives, and films based on the same topics are mainly concerned with presenting 

and analysing ages and historical periods, major historical processes: the Antiquity, dominated or 

consolidated by political and military personalities who are now prototypes of mentalities; the Middle 

Ages, heavily reinvented with the tools of oversimplification and binarism of the fantasy genre; the 

discovery of the Other through exploration and voyages; “the long modernity”, or the civilisation 

model of the Euro-Atlantic space; the empire-national state antithesis; the moral and societal backlash 

of the twentieth century; the motif of dooming power; the new millennial anxieties.   

The cultural display which can be analysed is very generous and goes beyond the factological 

historical imagining. Themes such as those of the end of history and humanity are more and more 

frequently tackled, especially in popular culture, against the backdrop of the global crises which have 

had an impact on our world. The new political mythologies and uchronia are more and more present 

in imagining human history. Thus, the cultural motif of historical time travel or the individual return 

in history as a way to interfere with decisions and events which caused tragic global moments and 

changed the direction of human progress seems justified by the simplified and untraditional 

explanation of historical determinism. More often than not, these narratives include the idea that event 

history can be triggered by a detail, by chance, by chaos.   

The process of rethinking from the perspective of the social justice carried by the figure of the 

Saviour, presenting the Multiverse as our world’s chance of survival are cultural phenomena specifc 

to the latest decades of cultural production. Cultural products about historical time and the end of 

history gain more and more influence and credit in the popular culture of our time. As a result of this 

reductionist cultural process, full of cliches and dominated by such genres as fantasy, science fiction 

and horror, people nowadays frequently regard human history as a doomed universe.  

There are, on the other hand, films which faithfully reproduce the historical context. See, for 

example, the ever-lasting popularity of “period drama” and the way such adaptations imagine and 

reinvent Eizabethan England or Victorian Britain, “La Belle Epoque”, Tsarist Russia and the “golden 

ages” of national or global histories, by means of scenic design and image expressiveness. But the 

most interesting adaptations are those which borrow narratives from a certain historical and cultural 

space and extrapolate them in a civilisation that has no clear temporal or cultural connection with the 

template. This is meant to demonstrate mainly the universal character of some major historical and 

moral themes (such as, especially, the destiny of Shakespeare’s plays or the works of Russian 

literature, which determined successive cinema re-adaptations).  

Unfortunately, in the past several years, climate change, natural disasters, the restrictions and 

transformations imposed by the system with a view to resource preservation, the decline of 

consumerist society, corruption, the uncertainty about the future of the human species and of the 

planet, regional conflicts and the tense geopolitical context, deeper socio-cultural gaps, as well as 

millennial fears are stimuli for the fictional and sci-fi film production and their propensity for 

apocalyptic themes and postapocalyptic survival.   
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   Traditionally, our journal encompasses a Miscellanea section, as well as one for reviews of scientific 

books, presentations of scientific conferences and international film festivals. 

We welcome proposals for Brukenthalia. Romanian Cultural History Review until December 15, 

2022, and after the selection has been made, we welcome the developed proposal until March 15, 

2023.  

Proposals shall be submitted in accordance with our guidelines stated in the Guide for Authors to:  

mihaela_grancea2004@yahoo.com 

alexandru.munteanu@brukenthalmuseum.ro 

GUIDE FOR AUTHORS  

General Instructions  

1. Brukenthalia. Romanian Cultural History Review scientific journal receives contributions under the 

form of unpublished research papers, review papers written in English. The field of interest is Cultural 

History. The accuracy of translation is the author’s responsibility.   

2. The corresponding author should clearly state in a distinct document (To whom it may concern) 

that the submitted manuscript has not been published, submitted or accepted elsewhere and, if 

collective authorship, that all authors agree with the content and the submission of the manuscript.  

3. The manuscript should be submitted as a single file in *.doc (Microsoft Word) format (or edited in 

Open Office) and shall contain: (1) to whom it may concern document, (2) manuscript, (3) list of 

illustrations and (4) tables (if required). Together with document the authors should attach *.jpeg or 

*.tiff format illustrations (legend marked inside text).  

4. The manuscript should not exceed 20 pages, 4.000-15.000 words (bibliography included), written 

in Times New Roman (TNR), font size 11, justified, single row, 2 columns, A4 page format, 2 cm 

margins. The pages should not be numbered. The manuscript should contain an abstract and keywords 

in English and another one in Romanian (Romanian translation will be provided by editors if authors 

have no means under this respect).  

 

Text arranging  

The submitted manuscript should be arranged as follows: (1) title, (2) author’s name, (3) author’s 

affiliation and e-mail address, (4) abstract, (5) keywords, (6) manuscript, (7) references, (8) list of 

illustrations, (9) tables.  

Title: The title should be concise, written in Times New Roman, size 11, with majuscules and 

centered. Authors: Two rows below the title, write the full name(s) of author(s) in TNR, size 11, font 

bold, centered. Affiliation: Write the affiliation(s), e-mail address in TNR, size 11, justified, below the 

author’s name.  

Abstract: Two rows under the author’s name should be arranged the abstract comprising 100 – 500 

characters, no abbreviations or reference citations. The abstract represents a summary of the paper that 

refers to the method, the main results and conclusions. The text should be written in TNR, size 11. 

The subtitle “Abstract” will be with bold.  

The Romanian abstract has the same features. A translation of the title in Romanian should be added 

(bold). Key words: Five to six keywords should be given below the abstract, the order being English 

version followed by the Romanian one. 

Main text: 

1. Please, follow the headings structure as shown below:  

a. Primary subtitles (Capital the beginning of the first word, bold and lower case, left)  

b. Secondary subtitles (Capital the beginning of the first word, italic and lower case, 

left)  

c. Other (Capital the beginning of the first word, lower case, left)  

2. Italics should be used for terms or abbreviations in other languages “et al.”, “etc.”  
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3. Weights and measures should observe International System of Units.  

4. References citation:  

a) References are cited in the text by the last name of the author and the year of publish 

(Luca, 1998). In the case of a citation of a paragraph, it will be put between quotation 

marks while the page will be cited (Luca, 1998, 17).  

b) For references having two authors, use the names and the year (Luca, Gudea, 2010, 

20) and for those with three or more authors, use the last name of first author followed 

by “et al”. (Luca et al., 2003, 120).  

c) References cited should be arranged chronologically; if there are more than one 

references for one author in the same year, use a, b, c etc. The references to same or 

different authors should be separated by semicolon: (Lazarovici, 1979, 85; Luca, 

1998, 72; Luca, 2001a, 121; Luca, 2001b, 78).  

References  

1. The title “References” will be written in TNR, size 11, bold, centered, upper case  

2. Include only references cited in the text, figures, captions and tables.  

3. Arrange the references alphabetically by first author and then alphabetically by second author. 

If there are more than one reference to the same author(s), arrange them chronologically. For 

references with more than two authors, list alphabetically by first author and then 

chronologically.  

4. For the most common cases, follow the examples:  

a) Papers in periodical journals as follows:  

Bourillon 2002 Bourillon, Florence, “Les Parisiens et la modernisation de la ville au XIXe 

siècle. Evaluer, transformer et construire la ville”. In: Revue d’histoire du 

XIXe siècle, 24 (2002).  

b) Books as follows:  

Burke 2008 Burke, Peter, What is cultural history? Cambridge, Polity Press (2008). 

c) Chapters in books as follows:  

Stanzel 1999 Stanzel, Frank K., “Zur literarische Imagologie. Eine Einführung”. In: 

Ingomar Weiler, Waldermar Zacharasiewicz (eds.), Europäischer 

Völkerspiegel. Imagologisch-ethographische Studien zu den Völkertafeln des 

frühen 18. Jahrhunderts, Universitätverlag C. Winter, Heidelberg (1999), p. 

9-39.  

d) Proceedings from symposiums and conferences as follows:  

Karamberopoulos, 

Oeconomopolulos 

2004 

Karamberopoulos, D., Oeconomopolulos, Alexandra, “Greek medical 

manuscripts of the period of the 16th middle 19th century”. Proceedings of 

the 39th Congress on the History of Medicine held at Bari (2004).  

e) Unpublished thesis or reports as follows:  

Roman 1958 Roman, Petre, Grupa înmormântărilor cu ocru pe teritoriul RPR, București 

(1958). Thesis (manuscript). 

Diaconescu et al. 

2011 

Diaconescu, Dragoș, Dumitrescu-Chioar, Florian, Natea, Gheorghe, Șura 

Mică, com. Șura Mică, jud. Sibiu. In: CCA 2011 (campania 2010) (in press).  

 

List of illustrations  

A list of illustrations (numbered consecutively) should be arranged on a different page after the list of 

references. The legend should be added to the illustration number. The illustration list is to be 

translated in Romanian (Romanian translation will be provided by the Museum staff if authors have 

no means under this respect).  
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Illustrations  

1. Inside the text, each illustration (maps, graphs, photographs) should correspond to the number 

of the illustration list.  

2. The legend should be TNR 11.  

3. The legend should comprise reference to first author name and year of publishing if required.  

4. Maps must indicate the North, have at least two coordinate data on each axis, and have a 

graphic scale. Localities mentioned in text, should be marked on maps.  

5. Good quality jpeg or tiff format (300 dpi), clear black and white contrast photographs are 

acceptable. If colour, please note that the decision of black and white or colour publishing will 

be communicated to you afterwards by the editors.  

6. References to illustrations in the text should appear as “Figure 1”.  

Tables  

1. Tables should be arranged on a different page, numbered consecutively.  

2. References to tables in text should appear as Table 1.  

 

Brukenthalia is a supplement of Brukenthal. Acta Musei, enjoying the same scientific status (CNCS 

B). The Brukenthal. Acta Musei academic journal is included in several international databases:  

2009 INDEX COPERNICUS  

http://journals.indexcopernicus.com/Brukenthal.+Acta+Musei,p9181,3.html  

2010 EBSCOHOST  

https://www.ebscohost.com/titleLists/tnh-coverage.htm;  

2011 SCIPIO  

http://scipio.ro/web/brukenthal.acta-musei   

2012 SCOPUS  

https://www.elsevier.com/online-tools/scopus/content-overview   

2015 ERIH PLUS  

https://dbh.nsd.uib.no/publiseringskanaler/erihplus/periodical/info?id=484924 
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JOSEF´S DREAM: 

A ROMANTIC BIOGRAPHY OF JOSEF HALTRICH (1822-1886) 

 

 

Alexandru-Ilie MUNTEANU PhD 

Curator, Brukenthal Library, 

Brukenthal National Museum, Sibiu, Romania 

E-mail: amunteanu.mnb@gmail.com 

 

 

Abstract: Since the publication of the Brothers Grimm collection of fairy tales in 1812, fairy tales, which 

until then were for the most part regarded as unworthy of scientific attention, became a topic of 

investigation for a significant part of European scholars. German Romantics in particular rallied behind 

the study of what Jacob Grimm described in his Deutsche Sagen (1816) as “the inexhaustible richness of 

fairy tales, legends and storiesˮ. In the 19th century, Transylvania was building a reputation for its 

abundance of such mythical and magical “untrue talesˮ, including several that “explainedˮ two major 

topics of Transylvanian Saxon science, at that time still insufficiently known in historical writing and 

linguistics: that of the original homeland and colonisation of the German speaking population in the 

region during the Middle Ages. This paper will focus on the biographical narratives from the 19th century 

concerning one of those German Romantics from Transylvania, Josef Haltrich (1822-1886), who spent 

most of his adult life gathering and publishing local fairy tales and many other folk creations, from 

superstitions and inscriptions, to riddles and children´s games, in an effort to preserve and promote 

Transylvanian Saxon identity, and to bring additional proof on the origin of his nation, specifically by the 

use fairy tales and philology. The sources employed in the building of this short biography – to my 

knowledge, inexistent in the English language – are accounts by his collaborators and mentors, from 

Jacob Grimm to Georg Daniel Teutsch, Friedrich Teutsch and others, who often described Haltrich in an 

affectionate, albeit subjective, manner, highlighting his qualities as a modest, empathic, child-like man, 

“the children´s favouriteˮ, and as tireless scholar and saviour of “Transylvanian Saxon soulˮ. Secondly, 

there are Josef Haltrich´s own remarks from some of his writings, which again paint a Romantic image of 

a fairytale life.  

Keywords: Josef Haltrich, biography, Romanticism, historiography, fairy tale, homeland, dictionary, 

dialect, Transylvanian Saxon. 

  

Rezumat: De la publicarea colecției de basme a fraților Grimm în 1812, basmele, care până atunci erau 

considerate în mare parte nedemne de atenție științifică, au devenit un subiect de investigație pentru o 

parte semnificativă a cercetătorilor europeni. Romanticii germani, în special, s-au raliat la studiul a ceea 

ce Jacob Grimm a descris în lucrarea sa Deutsche Sagen (1816) drept “bogăția inepuizabilă a basmelor, 

legendelor și poveștilorˮ. În secolul al XIX-lea, Transilvania își construia o reputație pentru abundența 

unor astfel de “povești neadevărateˮ mitice și magice, inclusiv câteva care “explicauˮ două subiecte 

majore ale științei sașilor transilvăneni, la acea vreme încă insufficient cunoscute în scrierile istorice și în 

lingvistică: cel al patriei originare și al colonizării populației de limbă germană în regiune, în Evul 

Mediu. Această lucrare se va concentra pe relatările biografice din secolul al XIX-lea despre unul dintre 

acei romantici germani din Transilvania, Josef Haltrich (1822-1886), care și-a petrecut cea mai mare 

parte a vieții adulte adunând și publicând basme locale și multe alte creații populare, de la superstiții și 

inscripții, la ghicitori și jocuri pentru copii, într-un efort de a păstra și promova identitatea sașilor 

transilvăneni și de a aduce dovezi suplimentare privind originea națiunii sale, în special prin utilizarea 

basmelor și a filologiei. Sursele folosite în construirea acestei scurte biografii - inexistente, după știința 

mea, în limba engleză - sunt relatări ale colaboratorilor și mentorilor săi, de la Jacob Grimm la Georg 

Daniel Teutsch, Friedrich Teutsch și alții, care l-au descris adesea pe Haltrich într-o manieră afectuoasă, 

subiectivă, evidențiindu-i calitățile de om modest, empatic, copilăros, “preferatul copiilorˮ, și de neobosit 

cărturar și salvator al “sufletului săsesc transilvăneanˮ. În al doilea rând, există propriile observații ale 

lui Josef Haltrich din unele dintre scrierile sale, care de asemenea zugrăvesc o imagine romantică a unei 

vieți de basm.  

Cuvinte-cheie: Josef Haltrich, biografie, romantism, istoriografie, basm, patrie, dicționar, grai, sas. 
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Pearls and flowers 

 

Bram Stoker´s Transylvania and Antony 

Hope´s Ruritania are just as important in the 

literary and film industries as were the South 

African gold mines for the economy of the 

British crown (Goldsworthy, 2002, 8). A bold 

statement which nevertheless reminds one of the 

richness and diversity of popular beliefs still 

present in 19th century Transylvania, one of 

Europe´s most multicultural regions, the land of 

vampires, of legends and fairy tales and, as 

Jonathan Harker and Emily Gerard put it, of “All 

known superstitions of the worldˮ, which in 

their view “gathered in the Carpathian 

Horseshoeˮ (Goldsworthy, 2002, 83, 87).  

Fables, folk tales, legends, and other similar 

literary creations animated both high and 

popular culture since antiquity, and, together 

with Bibles, ancient authors, the Fathers of the 

Church, chansons de geste etc. are among the 

first manuscripts of the European Middle Ages 

and printed books on the continent. These stories 

were admired by Modern authors like Addison 

and Charles Perrault for their spontaneity and 

naturalness (Hazard, 2007, 371 et seq.), but until 

the end of the 18th and the beginning of the 19th 

were lagging behind in regard to their general 

appeal in the eyes of the scientific community. 

Apart from not existing with this name then, 

what we nowadays call social sciences and 

humanities have come along way since the 

beginning of the 19th century, when the few who 

embarked in studying the irrational and popular 

world sometimes faced criticism, raised 

eyebrows and, in some cases, had to explain 

themselves and their interest in what was then 

still regarded as childish and untrue tales; as 

Jacob Grimm observed:  

 
“If I can now already deliver the sprouted 

rice of German mythology into the second 

leaf, then it happens with all the stronger 

confidence in its uninhibited advancing 

growth. After the initial shyness was once 

overcome, search and find came together 

faster (…)ˮ (Grimm, 1844, V). 

 

This shift in scientific interest, Schlegel´s 

romantic imperative of mixing various 

disciplines and ways of knowledge (Nassar, 

2014, 1), and the promotion of popular culture 

were slowly gaining the upper hand against the 

rationalist philosophy promoted by the 

Enlightenment. By the beginning of the 19th 

century, the romantic way of dealing with art and 

science already established itself as the new 

reality, the new paradigm in the study of history, 

literature, and more specific to Romanticism, 

philology (Forster, 2014, 73). Popular culture, 

with its fairy tales, folk tales, legends, etc., was 

more and more regarded by scholars as an 

untapped ocean of knowledge, a source of  

“originality of folk lifeˮ (Müller, 1857, VIII-IX), 

suited for that exact mixture of different literary 

genres and cultural products concerning 

particularly what Jacob Grimm called “our 

Fatherland antiquityˮ (Grimm, 1844, V, IX etc.).  

In the words of Friedrich Müller:  

 
“The regeneration of the German national 

consciousness in the wars of liberation led 

poetry and science to the old German; what 

rested in the minds of the people in ideal 

treasures, namely fairy tales, legends and 

songs, was sought out and confronted (...)ˮ 

(Müller, 1857, V). 

 

Since the publication of Grimm´s Kinder und 

Hausmärchen in 1812, then of the Deutsche 

Sagen in 1816, the Deutsche Grammatik in 1819, 

of Reinhart Fuchs in 1834, and of the Deutsche 

Mythologie in 1835 the Brothers Grimm, 

particularly Jacob, established himself as a 

leading philologist and folklorist, a model to be 

followed in his scientific endeavours, especially 

in German speaking communities around 

Europe.  

The fact that the works and methods of the 

Brothers Grimm, specifically by the Kinder und 

Hausmärchen, played a heavy role in shaping 

nineteenth century scientific, popular and even 

political culture is already an established fact 

(Ziolkowski, 2012, 17). There are even talks of 

the “medievalizing the fairytaleˮ and of the 

“Grimmificationˮ of the same, as ways to explain 

both Grimm´s translations and customisation of 

some old, Medieval and non-Medieval folk tales 

and poems (Ziolkowski, 2012, 23-24, 53). It was 

a practice followed in part by Josef Haltrich, a 

leading Transylvanian Saxon pedagogue and 

folklorist, when he published his first study 

concerning animal tales, translating in High 

German 32 out of the 33 animal tales he 

collected, leaving only one in the Transylvanian 

Saxon dialect from around the town of 

Sighișoara.  

The 19th century is also well known as a time 

of nation-building for many Europeans. Among 

others, Silvian Iosifescu argued that every 
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national literary history tries to build its own 

Pantheon (Iosifescu, 1971, 235). In Transylvania, 

a multicultural region which had a large 

influential, but also “threatened with uniformityˮ 

German population (Szegedi, 2020, 206), Jacob 

Grimm´s call “to win collaborators for the slow 

acquisition of a firmer stockˮ of “what the early 

savagery of the peoples themselves (…) have left 

of paganismˮ (Grimm, 1844, 11) found answers 

from the likes of Transylvanian Saxon scholars 

such as Johann Karl Schuller, Friedrich Wilhelm 

Schuster, Josef Haltrich, Friedrich Müller and 

many others, who nowadays are firmly 

entrenched in the Transylvanian Saxon literary 

pantheon. 

Along religion and history, philology became 

the weapon of choice for the Transylvanian 

Saxon political and cultural elites in their effort 

to consolidate and preserve their national identity 

and reclusiveness in the face of an ever 

increasing centralist Austrian, then Hungarian 

state, or as J. Haltrich himself put it at some 

point: “against the corrosive current from 

outsideˮ (Haltrich, 1856, XIII). Thus, roughly in 

the middle of the 19th century, but mostly after, 

Transylvanian Saxon studies regarding the 

knowledge of regional history and culture 

(generally called Landeskunde) consisted of 

many works such as Friedrich Marienburg´s 

Ueber das Verhältniss der siebenbürgisch-

sächsischen Sprache zu den niedersächsischen 

und niederrheinischen Dialecten (1845), Josef 

Haltrich´s Zur deutschen Tiersage (1855), 

Deutsche Volksmärchen aus dem Sachsenlande 

in Siebenbürgen (1856) and the Idiotikon (1865), 

Friedrich Müller´s Siebenbürugische Sagen 

(1857) and Deutsche Sprachdenkmäler aus 

Siebenbürgen (1864), Fr. Wilhelm Schuster´s 

Siebenbürgisch-sächsische Volkslieder, 

Sprichtwörter, Rätsel, Zauberformeln und 

Kinderdichtungen (1865) and Deutsche Mythen 

aus siebenbürgisch-sächsischen Quellen (1870-

72), to name only a fraction of the studies 

conducted back then on topics where history, 

philology, popular culture and nation-building 

met.  

Two topics that preoccupied a large part of 

Transylvanian Saxon researchers in the period 

was that of their original homeland (the Heimat) 

and of their colonisation in Transylvania during 

the Middle Ages. Despite being addressed before 

the 19th century, from Johannes Honterus and 

Laurentius Toppeltinus to Valentin Frank von 

Frankenstein, Johann Carl Schuller and Friedrich 

Marienburg, the need for additional, solid proof 

for the exact place of the Heimat was still being 

felt, and was a driving force for many 

Transylvanian Saxon cultural and political elites 

in their scientific pursuits. Even more, Friedrich 

Müller´s collection of legends, published in 

1857, contained several tales that dealt with the 

mentioned colonisation, or better said settlement 

in Transylvania (Müller, 1857, 204-207, 223, 

419 etc.).  

With regard to folk tales, legends, fairy tales, 

the same Fr. Müller (1857, X), as well as his 

mentor, Jacob Grimm, argued that the 

relationship between legend and fairy tale is a 

gradual one in respect to their proximity to the 

established truth, in the sense that: 

 
“Fairy tales are separated from folk tales with 

good reason, although they are mutually 

intertwined. Looser, more unbound than the 

folk tale, the fairy tale lacks that local hold 

which limits the folk tale, but makes it all the 

more confidential. The fairy tale flies, the 

legend walks; the fairy tale can draw freely 

from the fullness of poetry, the legend has a 

semi-historical authentication. As the fairy 

tale stands to the legend, the legend itself 

stands to history, and, it may be added, 

history to the reality of lifeˮ (Grimm I, 1844, 

XIV).  

 

It was in this broader context, of the 

affirmation of Germanism, of national struggles 

and of folklore discovering, that Josef 

(sometimes Joseph) Haltrich, a leading 19th 

century Transylvanian Saxon folklorist, 

pedagogue, priest and philologist (Trausch II, 

1870, 51-54; Acker-Sutter, 1993, 171) entered 

the Transylvanian and European cultural 

environment.  

He was often, especially at the time of his 

death, but not only, subject to a rather 

romanticised discourse, even concerning his 

personality. He was described many times by his 

contemporaries in an affectionate manner, albeit 

subjective, with a multitude of adjectives 

highlighting his qualities as a modest, empathic, 

child-like man, “the children´s favouriteˮ and as 

a tireless scholar and saviour of Transylvanian 

Saxon soul (Teutsch, 1886, 262-263; Teutsch, 

1887, 9; Wolff, 1885 V). Similarly, the Brothers 

Grimm were also sometimes referred to as 

“simple, pure, spotless souls and simple, amiable 

charactersˮ (Grimm, Hinrichs, 1881, III). 

Whether or not new research will prove the 

following 19th century depictions of his life and 

personality as closer to the truth, or to a fairy-

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

738 

 

tale-like narrative – as Friedrich Teutsch implied 

at one point - the goal of this paper is but to 

offer a brief biography of Josef Haltrich. It will 

do so not in a literary (fictional) novel-building 

approach of what Silvian Iosifescu called 

romanced life (1971, 235-243), but as an 

inventory, albeit incomplete, of biographical 

narratives, mainly from the 19th century, about 

him and his work. These are accounts from his 

close friends and acquaintances, such as Georg 

Daniel Teutsch, Evangelical Bishop, Friedrich 

Teutsch, Johann Wolff and others, as well as his 

personal remarks about his life and work.  

By bringing together all these various stories 

about his life and activity, this paper will 

hopefully achieve its goal of highlighting several 

19th century narratives on Josef Haltrich, 

especially given the fact that, to my knowledge, 

none such biographies exist in the English 

language. It will focus mainly on accounts about 

his personal and professional life in relation to 

his major works regarding fairy tales and his 

Idiotikon. References concerning his other 

inclinations, such as his historical studies and 

some of his poetical experiments will also be 

present in this paper.  

From fairy tales and folk poems to 

inscriptions, expressions, proverbs, riddles, 

curses, prayers and children's games, works on 

ethnic stereotypes, folk beliefs and superstitions, 

Josef Haltrich touched on many aspects of 

Saxon rural life in Transylvania. He collected 

and produced a scientific and literary work 

valuable for the knowledge of old Transylvanian 

mentalities; a dense and rich raw material for 

historians, linguists, anthropologists, 

sociologists and other social scientists alike. To 

paraphrase Johann Wolff, to whom J. Haltrich 

“selflesslyˮ handed over his research in the 

1877: there was no aspect of life, of the 

Transylvanian Saxon rural soul, in which 

Haltrich did not find pearls and flowers where 

others saw only weeds (Wolff, 1885, V).  

 

Like a sweet dream 

 

Josef Haltrich was born in Reghin on 22 July 

1822, the fourth child of eight siblings, into a 

family well entrenched in the old Saxon 

traditions (Teutsch, 1887, 6-7). Inspite of the 

fact that his scientific interest in the study of 

Transylvanian Saxon folklore, in all its forms, 

started during his years at the University of 

Leipzig, later on in his life, he would recall some 

of his older memories from childhood in relation 

to fairy tales and the dreamy years at the 

Evangelical Gymnasium in Sighișoara, or 

Bergschule, as it is called (german for School on 

the Hill). 

In addition to the picture of a happy 

childhood presented by the Evangelical Bishop 

Georg Daniel Teutsch, in which the young Josef 

Haltrich, loved by his parents, gazed 

nostalgically at the Spitzburg and Sattelburg 

hilltops on the Mureș river valley (Teutsch, 

1887, 7), Friedrich Teutsch, the son of the 

former, mentions some less happy aspects of 

Haltrich's early years, namely his parents´ 

financial situation. There are, however, direct 

and indirect references to some of Haltrich's 

qualities and personality traits as well:  

 
“Until his old age, he was destined to see his 

father in good health, whom he buried at the 

age of 95, a few weeks before his own death, 

after his lively mother had died only a few 

years earlier. He has never forgotten that it 

was not easy for his parents to fight for their 

daily bread, and the scanty thrift and lack of 

needs remained with him from his youthˮ 

(Teutsch, 1886, 162).  

 

Josef Haltrich was enrolled at the Evangelical 

Gymnasium in Sighișoara in the spring of 1836. 

He was then about 12 years old, brought by his 

father with the help of a priest from Reghin, 

Johann Kinn, who had noticed some unusual 

talents in the young Josef Haltrich and who had 

also taught the boy privately for two years 

(Teutsch, 1887, 6-7). Haltrich's arrival at the 

Bergschule was the beginning of a sweet dream; 

he, himself, said of the nine and a half years 

spent as a pupil at the Hill School that “they 

passed like a sweet dreamˮ (wie ein lieblicher 

Traum) (Teutsch, 1887, 7). Beyond the 

romanticism of the mid-19th century, one can 

but imagine how the present day idyllic 

landscape around Sighișoara and the Bergschule 

must have looked in Haltrich´s time. It was here, 

at the Bergschule, a 400 years-old institution 

(Teutsch, 1852, 14), in a place animated by 

legends of giants, devils and antlers from four-

toed deers (Müller, 1857, 12-13, 81, 232), that 

Josef Haltrich discovered something curious, as 

he wrote in the preface to his Deutsche 

Volksmärchen aus dem Sachsenlande in 

Siebenbürgen (1856):  

 
“In 1842, I, a pupil of the high school in 

Sighisoara, got my hands for the first time on 

the Brothers Grimm's Children's and 
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Household Tales in the school library in 

Sighisoara. I was filled with no small joy and 

amazement when I found in the book almost 

all the beautiful stories I had heard since the 

early years of my childhood from my mother, 

grandmother, older brothers and sisters and 

from Stephan Anna Marie, the famous and 

well-known storyteller from my hometown, 

Reghinul Săsesc. From that moment on, the 

book never left my hands, and whenever I 

wanted to indulge in the happy memories of 

my early youth, I would take it out and 

refresh myself with itˮ (Haltrich, 1856, III). 

 

In the jolly city 
 

For centuries it had been customary in 

Transylvanian Saxon communities to study 

abroad in mainly German-speaking cities in 

Central Europe, including Leipzig (Fabini, 

Teutsch, III/1872, 386-416), the one in which 

Josef Haltrich pursued his education. After 

graduating from the Hill School in 1845, the first 

of his classmates, he applied to the local 

consistory in Sighisoara with a request to secure 

a future job at the gymnasium. He received an 

encouraging response to his request, but without 

being guaranteed the job. “With this refreshing 

promiseˮ, as Georg Daniel Teutsch wrote:   

 
“Haltrich set off in mid-September 1845 with 

two dear comrades from the Schässburg 

school on their journey to Leipzig, which was 

so far away at the time. In Hermannstadt, 

according to the custom of the time, they 

were accommodated in a large woollen 

wagon, which, with the protection of a good 

woollen blanket, was their home for ten days, 

which they left in Pest on 30 September. 

From there, the steamship took them to 

Vienna; towards the end of October, they 

greeted the City of Lime Trees [Leipzig] on 

the Pleisse; on the 27th, Haltrich was enrolled 

at the famous universityˮ (Teutsch, 1887, 7).  

 

In that time, Leipzig had a reputation in some 

ways seemingly to the liking of Josef Haltrich, a 

man in whom “the heaviest seriousnessˮ was 

combined with “the freshest cheerfulnessˮ 

(Teutsch, 1886, 262-263). In addition to being 

an important university centre, Leipzig was 

known as a “jolly cityˮ, where the locals enjoyed 

a good time. Since the 18th century it had 

established itself as a trading hub of the 

European book market (Hübner, 1761, VI, 340-

341), linking the western and eastern halves of 

the continent (Febvre, Martin, 1976, 232-233). 

Last, but not least, Leipzig was a place 

intimately linked with the new intense interest in 

fairy tales, folktales and folk poems. Just a few 

years before Haltrich´s arrival in the city, in 

1840, Jacob Grimm´s letters to Karl Lachmann, 

another leading linguist of the time, about the 

discovery and significance of the medieval 

German variant of Reinhart Fuchs had been 

published (Grimm, 1840). Later on, in the 

second half of the 19th century Transylvanian 

Saxons started publishing the Semester-Bericht 

des Siebenbürgisch-deutschen Vereines in 

Leipzig.  

So Josef Haltrich arrived in Leipzig, wrapped 

in wool, as befits a man with a passion for fairy 

tales and myths. So well did he get by there that 

during a short visit to Berlin, he also met his 

mentor, Jacob Grimm, with whom he started a 

correspondence on the topic of fairy tales and 

who helped him publish his work. In addition to 

this, Haltrich attended lectures and developed 

lasting professional relationships with specialists 

such as the historian and linguist Wilhelm 

Gottfried Wachsmuth, Georg Karl Frommann, 

Germanist, librarian and member of the board of 

trustees of the German National Museum in 

Nuremberg, philologists such as Gottfried 

Hermann, Moritz Haupt and theologians such as 

Georg Benedikt Winer, Christian Gottlob 

Leberecht Großmann and many others (Wolff, 

1885, VI; Teutsch, 1887, 8). 

For two years he studied philology, theology, 

philosophy and history in this cheerful city and, 

very important in the equation of his life, it was 

here that a great passion ignited in him, and 

where he laid the foundations for a plan of 

action to save what he saw as a declining rural 

(and urban) Transylvanian Saxon world:  

 
“In our times of general disintegration and 

fragmentation, the German folklore of 

Transylvania is also threatened with danger; 

ominous voices, whose numbers are 

increasing from day to day, want to see its 

collapse in the not too distant future. While 

collecting these folk tales, traditions and 

customs, a strong comfort came over me that 

this fall is not so near and that it can still be 

avoided, (…). A people which has for so long 

preserved its language and the whole spiritual 

heritage of prehistory in the face of various 

violent storms, in which so many fresh 

springs of ancient life are still bubbling and 

welling up, cannot sink so quickly, and if it 

has the courage to put itself together it will be 

able to build new protective dams against the 
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corrosive current from outsideˮ (Haltrich, 

1856, XIII).  

 

Josef Haltrich was not alone in his crusade to 

save Transylvanian Saxon folklore from “the 

corrosive current from outsideˮ. Together with 

friends from Transylvania, also studying at 

Leipzig University, he would embark on a 

lifelong journey of collecting a variety of 

cultural products of Transylvanian Saxon 

folklore; a journey that would lead him to 

become among those “Germanists in the front 

rowˮ (Teutsch, 1887, 12) and among the most 

energetic and influential of all Transylvanian 

Saxon Romanticists from the middle and second 

half of the 19th century: 

 
“When I moved to the University of Leipzig 

in the autumn of 1845, I found my friend 

Wilhelm Schuster from Sebeș, who was to 

stay there for his last semester. His great 

enthusiasm for researching everything about 

Saxon folklore and folk life, aroused by the 

study of the writings of Jakob and Wilhelm 

Grimm and others, was shared with me and 

subsequently with several of our friends, 

namely Friedrich Müller, Johann Mätz and 

Johann Albert, so that we enthusiastically set 

about the preparatory studies for this 

assignment (...). Thus, following a free 

choice, Wilhelm Schuster took over the 

collection of Saxon folk songs, riddles, etc., 

Friedrich Müller the collection of Saxon 

legends, and I the collection of Saxon fairy 

tales, Johann Mätz the collection of customs, 

traditional words and expressions, etc., 

Johann Albert promised for the other 

contributionsˮ (Haltrich, 1856, IV-V). 

 

Georg Daniel Teutsch wrote of this moment 

that: “There is no common decision of the 

idealistic enthusiasm of youth which has borne 

more beautiful fruit for our scienceˮ (Teutsch, 

1887, 16-17). In the political context of the time, 

this idealistic enthusiasm would provide a 

cultural response to the ever-closer central 

Austrian and Hungarian state authorities, which 

in many respects collided with Transylvanian 

Saxon communities, the latter, then, not until so 

long ago, enclosed and with their own laws, 

privileges and customs (Băldescu, 2012, 55; 

Kroner, 1990, 198; Schaser, 2000, 31).   

 

A fairytale new beginning 

 

Returning to Transylvania via Bamberg, 

Erlangen, Nuremberg, Augsburg, Munich, 

Salzburg and Vienna, with the mission fresh in 

his mind, he first took up a job as a tutor, as a 

private educator in Cluj, in the house of Johann 

Bethlen the Elder. At the same time, he saw his 

parental home destroyed by the violence of the 

1848 revolution. Just a few days after the trauma 

of seeing his parents' house destroyed, in 

November 1848 he was appointed lecturer at the 

Gymnasium in Sighisoara, where he taught 

German, Latin, Greek, philosophy, geography 

and history for more than 20 years (Teutsch, 

1887, 8-10); he also gave gymnastics classes, as 

he was an amateur of this sport: 

 
“Haltrich's fearless enthusiasm contributed 

significantly to the fact that new life 

immediately sprang from the ruins. Partly 

through his initiative and efficient energy, in 

the spring of 1849, the stone-covered space 

on the south side of the old church on the 

mountain was converted into a gymnastics 

spot; he was one of the first teachers to 

assemble there a serious number of pupils in 

good time for these important exercises 

which so valuably supplemented intellectual 

and physical education, and provided the 

school with a means of noble education of 

youth (Teutsch, 1887, 9)1. 

 

If Josef Haltrich's years as a student at the 

Bergschule passed like a sweet dream, his years 

as a teacher at the School on the Hill were 

marked by the same romanticism and ended with 

him as the rector of the gymnasium between 

1869 and 1872, year after which he became the 

priest of the Lutheran community in Șaeș. In a 

commemorative article from the year of 

Haltrich´s death, Friedrich Teutsch painted Josef 

Haltrich´s fairytale life between his activity of 

collecting folklore and that of a teacher of the 

young and pastor of a community:   

 
“Once upon a time there was a man who had 

a soul as pure as gold and a heart full of love 

and who remained a child until old age. That 

is why he took great pleasure in everything 

that was beautiful, and why he was the friend 

and favourite of children, and still is today, 

and will remain so - so one would like to tell 

the story of his life in the form of a fairy tale, 

(...) for not only is his name intimately 

connected with the Transylvanian Saxon fairy 

                                                           
1 Friedrich Müller, author of Siebenbürgische Sagen 

(Brașov, 1857), friend and collaborator of Josef 

Haltrich, wrote a poem on the benefits of gymnastics 

(Teutsch, 1887, 9). 
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tale, but his life is similar to it in many 

respects. For, like the fairy tale, sheltered 

from the struggles of the great world, he 

stood there, but every movement outside 

trembled in him too, and as in the fairy tale, 

good and evil poured upon him, and he knew 

how to banish evil with his good heart and 

rejoiced in the good that the day brought him 

(...) Such a man was made to be a teacher of 

the young, a pastor of a community. The 

impression that he had good intentions for all 

who approached him immediately won 

hearts, his warm enthusiasm for all that was 

noble held them in his grip, his selfless 

devotion to the good disarmed even the 

reluctantˮ (Teutsch, 1886, 262-263). 

 

The innocent pleasure of poetry 

 

In parallel with his work as a teacher, Josef 

Haltrich kept to the pact he had made with 

Wilhelm Schuster, Friedrich Müller, Johann 

Mätz and Johann Albert and constantly collected 

fairy tales after his return to Transylvania; even 

if with difficulties caused by the revolution of 

1848 (Haltrich, 1885, I) and because of the 

general reluctance of people in regard to his 

unusual interest in “the little and untrue storiesˮ 

(kleinlichen und unwahren Geschichten), as 

fairy tales were viewed by many of Haltrich´s 

contemporaries (Haltrich, 1885, II-III) and even 

later (Schullerus 1905, 302-303). In fact, J. 

Haltrich, himself, initially manifested doubt 

regarding these Transylvanian Saxon fairy tales, 

as he would write in the preface to his Deutsche 

Volksmärchen aus dem Sachsenlande in 

Siebenbürgen:  

 
“It was Wilhelm Schuster who taught me, 

while I was still in Leipzig, that a faithful 

recording of our fairy tales was not so 

superfluous a task as it seemed to me at first, 

for I thought I should find most of them in 

the Grimm collection as far as their main 

content was concerned, and did not consider 

individual deviations and special 

arrangements essentialˮ (Haltrich, 1856, VI). 

 

In collecting the fairy tales, Josef Haltrich 

received help from the seminary next to the Hill 

School where more than 50 children from 

around Sighișoara were enrolled: 

 
“The high school in Sighisoara is also 

associated with a seminary for teachers and 

preachers in the village. The pupils of this 

school, whose number varies between fifty 

and sixty, come mostly from the surrounding 

villages, and some also from distant Saxon 

villages. I would take them individually or 

several together, tell them the fairy tales I had 

and then ask them if they had not heard the 

same or similar ones at home. At first the 

young people were shy and reserved and did 

not want to know too muchˮ (Haltrich, 1856, 

VI-VII). 

 

Once this reluctance was overcome, holiday 

after holiday, the collection of fairy tales grew 

steadily, as Josef Haltrich said (Haltrich, 1885, 

III), and in 1855 his first study was published: 

Zur deutschen Thiersage (On the German 

Animal Saga), in the Programm des 

evangelischen Gymnasiums in Schässburg 

(Programme of the Evangelical Gymnasium of 

Sighișoara), the school's scientific periodical, 

which was printed in Brașov. It was the work 

that brought Josef Haltrich scientific recognition, 

both locally, in Transylvania, and in Europe:  

 
“As far as the value of our [Transylvanian 

Saxon] animal stories is concerned, Wilhelm 

Grimm's judgment can find its place here: 'It 

is gratifying' - he says - 'that Germans still 

cherish the animal story in its original spirit, 

that is, in the innocent pleasure of poetry, 

which has no other purpose than to revel in 

the legend, and thinks of putting into it no 

other teaching than that which is freely 

derived from the poem.' The Saxons, who 

emigrated to Transylvania about seven 

hundred years ago, have succeeded in 

preserving tradition in their isolation in a 

purer and more folk-like manner than we 

[Germans in Germany proper]ˮ (W. Grimm 

in Haltrich, 1885, VII). 

 

Haltrich´s first study contained 33 animal folk 

tales. Similarly to J. Grimm´s Reinhart Fuchs, 

Josef Haltrich´s Zur deutschen Thiersage was 

divided into four categories according to the 

main characters therein: the fox and the wolf 

(tales 1-10), the wolf alone (11-16), the fox alone 

(17-25), mixed (26-33); the bear, the rabbit, the 

boar and the sow, the ram and the goat, the 

donkey, the ox, the cat, the hedgehog, the 

rooster, the goose, the raven, the snail, the snake, 

etc. would also appear in the tales collected 

throughout the years. 

In the broader context of the transition from 

Enlightenment to Romanticism, fairy tales were 

beginning to be of increasing interest to scholars 

such as Johann Joachim Winkelmann, Johann 

Georg Hamann, Johann Gottfried Herder, Jacob 
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and Wilhelm Grimm, and many others (von 

Franz, 2019, 20ff.). Later, in the mid-19th 

century, Josef Haltrich began to see a potential 

in these animal stories that they might lead him 

to the origins of his nation. Moreover, he 

believed, as did Jacob Grimm, that fairy tales 

could refresh the minds of the urban 

(Transylvanian) Saxon youth, who had been 

plagued by dullness and coldness (Grimm I, 

1844, XV; Haltrich, 1856, XV). He said that 

these fairy tales had a historical and an ethical, 

moral, educational value. About the historical 

value of fairy tales, Josef Haltrich wrote:  

 
“They are first and foremost testimonies of an 

ancient life that appeal to us as much as 

venerable monuments of parchment and 

stone. From our stories we can hear and see 

that they were not created only yesterday in 

our people, but that they go back to ancient 

times; indeed, they lead us to the former 

homeland of our fathersˮ (Haltrich, 1855, 12-

16). 

  

He was referring to the fact that the country 

of origin, the Heimat, of Transylvanian Saxons 

is, for a majority of them, the region around the 

Lower Rhine, a place where the Medieval 

Reinhart Fuchs circulated (Grimm, 1834, 

Preface). Despite this “temptingˮ liaison between 

the Transylvanian Saxon animal tales and 

Reinhart Fuchs, as Haltrich pointed out: “No 

single animal appears in our sagas with a special 

proper name, as they occur in the German and 

French epicsˮ (Haltrich, 1855, 6).   

The fact that Josef Haltrich saw in fairy tales 

and, more specifically, in the animal tales a 

mirror and the purest expression of a long-ago 

life, of the Transylvanian Saxons in this case, of 

their origin, is not necessarily an exaggeration 

from every viewpoint. Despite the fact that even 

one of Haltrich´s publishers, Johann Wolff, 

attested to the controversy around the origin of 

the animal tales and of J. Grimm´s conclusions 

about them (Wolff, 1885, 5, 12, 14-15), even a 

century after Haltrich, with multiple researches 

by folklorists and linguists, the idea that fairy 

tales - especially animal tales - are “the oldest 

and purestˮ stories and that they are the simplest 

and purest expression of the mental processes of 

the collective unconscious were still standing 

(Sienerth, 1984, 14; von Franz, 2019, 16, 54). 

But Josef Haltrich was also cautious. In a more 

temperate tone he wrote: “If our folk tales help 

us to determine the homeland of our fathers, they 

also prove the perfect preservation of the German 

people over seven centuries, which must seem a 

true miracleˮ (Haltrich, 1855, 15-16). 

Another reason why these tales were 

important to Haltrich has to do with their 

intrinsically moral, ethical and civility value, he 

argued. The animal tales and fairy tales he has 

collected, as they are in general all over the 

world, deal with rather universal values and 

behaviour: goodness, honesty, work, friendship, 

but are also about treachery, malice, envy and so 

on. With regard to the moral value in and of the 

animal tales, Haltrich wrote: 

 
“They are, first and foremost, a faithful 

reflection of the daily lives and aspirations of 

the masses, who are guided in their actions 

mainly by hunger, daily bread and, 

incidentally, a little ambition (...) In general, 

however, our stories are also instructive and 

are often used by people as examples, as 

mirror images. If stories are told during 

ordinary work in the fields or at home, during 

the quiet pastimes of young people on 

summer evenings in front of their houses (...), 

then they serve only for amusing 

entertainment and the story is read alone, 

without any moral content in mind. On other 

occasions, however, people often make 

comparative, ironic or satirical references to 

the animal stories they always have in mind, 

as is proved by the numerous proverbs, 

sayings (...)ˮ (Haltrich, 1855, 17-18). 

 

Moreover, following Grimm´s appreciation 

that the fairy tale stands to the folk tale/legend as 

legend stands to history, the fact that in some 

animal tales the action takes place in 

Transylvania is one aspect which might have 

enhanced their moral appeal in the eyes of the 

local population. For example in the animal tale 

Der Bär, der Wolf, der Fuchs und der Hase auf 

dem Medwischer Margareti (The Bear, the Wolf, 

the Fox and the Hare at the Medwischer 

Margareti) the four animals walk “like dogs 

towards Blajˮ (wie die hunde nach Blasendorf 

gehen)2, meaning in line, to the Medwischer 

Margrethi, a real fair in Mediaș (city in Sibiu 

county), with the wolf coming out of the 

adventure the most shattered, as usual in these 

tales (Haltrich, 1855, 34-35).  

                                                           
2 “Da kamen sie auf den zehen ganz leise in die 

vorstadt; sie gingen aber hinter einander, ˝wie die 

hunde nach Blasendorf gehen˝, der wolf zuerst, dann 

kam der fuchs, dann der bär, zuletzt der haseˮ 

(Haltrich, 1855, 34). 
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As in a mirror  

 

The news of these fresh, new, “purerˮ, “more 

folk-likeˮ, “more Germanˮ3 animal tales from 

Transylvania – some of which were believed to 

be “debris or partsˮ of an ancient grand animal 

saga (Grimm, 1834, Preface; Haltrich, 1855, 4-5) 

aroused high interest and enthusiasm in the 

German heartland (Haltrich, 1885, VIII-IX). 

Very soon after the Zur deutschen Thiersage, in 

1856, Josef Haltrich would see his larger 

collection of Transylvanian Saxon fairy tales 

published by the Berlin publisher Julius Springer, 

with the help of none others than the Grimm 

Brothers themselves: 

 
“The extremely favourable reception which 

our fairy tales received from German 

specialists when they first appeared, 

especially from Müllenhof, Simrock, Meier, 

Schröer, Weinhold, Frommann, Mannhardt, 

then from the historians Wachsmuth and 

Wuttke, but especially from Jakob and 

Wilhelm Grimm, served to encourage the 

collector to pursue his inclination and desire. 

After Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm had read 

our fairy tales from the first edition in 

manuscript, they were not only in favour of 

immediate printing, but appointed the Berlin 

bookseller Julius Springer to take charge of 

the editing, who then, together with the 

collector, at Wilhelm Grimm's request, gladly 

allowed one of our fairy tales The Sea Rabbit 

(in our collection: Of the King´s Daughter, 

who saw everything in her kingdom from her 

castle) to be included in the seventh edition 

of the great edition of Grimm´s fairy talesˮ 

(Haltrich, 1885, VIII). 

 

As already mentioned, Josef Haltrich didn't 

stop at the 33 animal tales. Only a year after 

their publication, Julius Springer printed 

Haltrich´s Deutsche Volksmärchen aus dem 

Sachsenlande in Siebenbürgen (German Folk 

Tales from the Saxon Country in Transylvania). 

His Hauptwerk (main work), as it is called in the 

                                                           
3 Edit Szegedi highlighted the importance of the idea 

of ˝the most German among the Germans˝, in 

Transylvanan Saxon historiography, especially at the 

turn of the centuries (19th to 20th). Grimm´s 

appreciation of the ˝more purer˝ tales than those in 

Germany proper can be regarded as one example in 

the prelude to the radical pan-Germanism of the 

beginning of the 20th century. See Szegedi, 2020, 

197, 199. See also Cromer, 1916, 5.  

Lexikon der Siebenbürger Sachsen (Acker-

Sutter, 1993, 171), the first edition of the 

Deutsche Volksmärchen consists of 78 tales. The 

collection saw many editions, each with more 

and more tales being added, including in the 19th 

century. Thus, by the end of Josef Haltrich's life, 

in 1885, the fourth edition was published in 

Vienna by Carl Grässer, and curated by Johann 

Wolff, commemorating a century since Jacob 

Grimm´s birth. The edition contained 119 tales. 

As was the case with his Zur deutschen 

Thiersage, the Deutsche Volksmärchen also 

contained some fairy tales with a Transylvanian 

twist. Die beiden Lügner, (The Two Liars), a tale 

told around the town of Sighișoara, accounts of a 

man from Senereuș, a small (real) village from 

the region, who got on very well with a man 

from Seleuș, another village close by, because 

both were notorious liars and decided to go out 

into the world to seek their fortune together 

(Haltrich, 1856, 263-264). Also in the tale of the 

two liars, they arrive “in townˮ at one point with 

their master, and begin to outdo each other in lies 

when they see the local imposing tower, most 

likely the clock tower from Sighișoara.  

If the animal tales offered Haltrich potential 

additional arguments for the localisation of the 

Heimat, the Volksmärchen were seen by him as a 

tribute, a gift to his fellow Transylvanian Saxons. 

Haltrich´s desire to save and protect his cultural 

heritage and people was stated in the preface of 

his main work: 

 
“In compiling this collection, I did not so 

much aim to satisfy scientific interest as to 

spread a friendly gift in many directions. 

First, I offer these folk tales to our Saxon 

peasantry. We have collected them from their 

heritage, and they should therefore be given 

to them first, so that they can look at their 

being and spiritual life in them as in a mirror. 

It doesn't matter much whether this book 

reaches the homes of the peasants or not, for 

they are always refreshed by a fresh spring, 

they don't need old and stale water; the 

peasantry only needs to hear of its existence 

(...) Secondly, I offer these folk tales as a gift 

to the bourgeois families of our Saxon towns. 

(...) Finally, I offer these folk tales as a gift to 

our fellow tribesmen in the distant 

Motherlandˮ (Haltrich, 1856, XII-XIII, XV). 

 

The dream? 

 

Inspite of the fact that in general his book of 

fairy tales is regarded as his main one, his 
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Hauptwerk, Josef Haltrich was not influenced by 

Jacob Grimm only in his views regarding fairy 

tales. Although he lacked an extensive 

philological scientific background (Schullerus, 

s.a., 31-32), just like his mentor, Haltrich 

realised that both the study and popularisation of 

folk tales and fairy tales outside rural 

Transylvania must take into consideration 

language. Originally in the Saxon dialects 

around Sighișoara (many of them), Haltrich´s 

fairy tales were transcribed in High German, due 

to the fact that “we ourselves are not quite used 

to reading things written in dialectˮ (Haltrich, 

1855, 5) and only: “Once the sense and interest 

for them is awakened and several variants of 

these tales are collected, a successful 

presentation in the Saxon dialect and, in the 

interest of linguistic research, also with 

consideration of the various branches of the 

dialect, will then be more possibleˮ (Haltrich, 

1855, 5). It is why at its first publication and in 

Wolff´s edition, On the German Animal Legend 

(Zur deutschen Thiersage) contained annexes 

with proverbs relating to animals (Haltrich, 

1855, 42-45 et seq.; Wolff, 1885, 4, 91 et seq.). 

In the following years, other of his writings 

connected to Saxon folklore, philology and 

linguistics, Bildliche Redensarten, 

Umschreibungen und Vergleichungen der 

siebenbürgisch-sächsischen Volkssprache 

(1858) and Kindergebete (1859), would see the 

printing press in Fromann´s Die deutschen 

Mundarten, volumes 5 and 6. Later, in 1867, 

Deutsche Inschriften aus Siebenbürgen would 

appear, broadening Haltrich´s work even more.   

Quantity was arguably one aspect in which 

Josef Haltrich believed. Hence his obsession 

with collecting almost everything connected to 

Transylvanian Saxon life. To put it in his words: 

“For the historian and especially for the cultural 

historian, all inscriptions, learned and unlearned, 

have value and meaning, even if they only 

contain names, numbers and signsˮ (Haltrich, 

1867, 409).  

And what better use for the abundant material 

than in the creation of a dictionary that would 

further Johann Karl Schuller´s work (Schullerus, 

s.a., 9-32), and that would provide a basis for 

future research in Transylvanian Saxon 

linguistics? Thus, the creation of a dictionary of 

the Transylvanian Saxon dialects (an Idiotikon) 

was his second large battleground. And I would 

argue, not second in importance, but from a 

purely chronological viewpoint of his scientific 

activity. Because all “the fruitsˮ (Wolff) of his 

labour could be used, could meet and 

supplement each other in the Idiotikon: 

 
“Record and compile everything found in old 

deeds, documents, letters, old prints written 

in the Saxon dialect, individual words: 

Names of persons, names of things (names of 

places, names of towns, names of villages, 

names of mountains, names of valleys, names 

of rivers, names of streams, names of forests, 

names of sorts and the like): names of towns, 

squares, villages, mountains, valleys, rivers, 

streams, forests, sorts, names of clothes, 

foods, games, diseases, remedies and the like. 

Time words, feature words) and coherent 

piecesˮ (Haltrich, 1865, 1). 

 

Even if he didn't state it as such, the 

Dictionary was arguably at least one of Josef 

Haltrich´s dreams. In order to fulfil it, he 

presented to the General Assembly for 

Transylvanian Regional Studies a preliminary 

working plan for an Idiotikon of the 

Transylvanian-Saxon vernacular in 1865. It was 

14 years after he was assigned with collecting 

for the dictionary, and 10 years after the 

publication of the fairy tales. He, as others 

before him who have collected words in the 

Transylvanian Saxon dialects, such as Martin 

Felmer, Johann Seivert, Johann Binder, Johann 

Karl Schuller etc., found inspiration in the words 

of Leibnitz (Haltrich 1865, II-IV) who in the 17th 

century remarked that: 

 
“We need a sample of words and ways of 

expression specific to the Transylvanian 

Saxons, i.e. not to be spoken by more civilized 

people, but to be spoken by the people, so that 

they can be compared with the common 

language of our Saxons. For it is said that 

among the people there were many 

expressions, neither Hungarian nor Slavonic, 

but not commonly understood by other 

Germansˮ (Leibnitz, in Haltrich, 1865, 1) 

 

Haltrich divided his preliminary work on the 

Saxon dictionary into three stages: 1. collecting 

the raw material; 2. the grammatical processing 

of the dialect; 3. the historical-critical treatment 

of the cultural-historical elements. But, as 

previously suggested, things did not went 

smoothly for various reasons, from personal 

health problems to - it seems - administrative and 

financial difficulties, as he accounts in a letter to 

G. K. Fromann, dating 10 December 1862, three 

years before the actual publishing of the 

Preliminary Plan for the Idiotikon:  
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“My dialect work Plan zu vorarbeiten für ein 

idiotikon der siebenbürgisch-sächsichen 

Volkssprache, which should have been ready 

for printing a year ago, will not be finished 

for a long time yet. Since the whole work 

should occupy about 8-10 printed sheets, our 

Association for Regional Studies is afraid to 

incur the costs and would like me to shorten 

it to half, which I will not do (...)ˮ (Kroner, 

1990, 197, 204)4.  

 

It took more than half century for the 

Transylvanian Saxon dictionary, “the painful 

child of our science ˮ, as Richard Schuller called 

it (Schuller, 1897, 70-71), to begin to see the 

light of print in 1924, under the coordination of 

Adolf Schullerus. Almost a decade after the 

publication of the Preliminary Plan, Josef 

Haltrich was apparently still demoralised with 

regard to the dictionary, as he reported to the 

Association for Transylvanian Regional Studies 

that:  

 
“The unhappiness, which I have received in 

abundance during the last few years, has 

almost completely removed me from the task 

which had hitherto been so dear to me, so that 

it has cost me, and still costs me, 

considerable effort to retie the broken threads 

and resume the workˮ (Haltrich, 1874, 176)5. 

 

From the power of superstition to the power 

of holy love  
 

The narrative and imaginative colonisation of 

the Balkans at the end of the 19th century, 

fuelled largely by British travellers and writers 

(Goldsworthy 2002, 14, 83) did not suffer from 

lack of justification. “The Carpathian 

Horseshoeˮ, as Transylvania was sometimes 

referred to, was full of superstitions, as Friedrich 

Müller, Josef Haltrich and other researchers 

attest. All nationalities in Transylvania, 

Romanians, Hungarians, Saxons etc. had a 

multitude of superstitions, including in the 19th 

century: 

 

                                                           
4 See also Schullerus, s.a., 27. 
5 “Unmusse, die mir in den letzten Jahren reichlich zu 

Theil geworden, hatte mich der Aufgabe, die mir bis 

dahin so sehr am Herzen gelegen, fast ganz 

entfremdet, so dass es mir bedeutende Mühe kostete 

und noch kostet, die abgreissenen Fäden wieder 

anzuknüpfen und die Arbeit in Gang zu bringen; ˮ 

“(...) such a mass of superstition that the 

spiritual life of mankind is almost completely 

overwhelmed by it: (...) all strata of human 

society, noble and inferior, uneducated and 

educated, are full of it, even though 

superstition may seem here and there coarser 

and coarser, elsewhere more sublime and 

subtle. (...)ˮ (Haltrich, 1871, 250).  

 

In parallel with his efforts concerning the 

collection of fairy tales, folk tales, words, 

expressions, inscriptions etc, Josef Haltrich also 

held a few historical and anthropological talks, 

which eventually ended up in print form. These 

focused mainly on local history, as well as on 

superstitions and ethnic stereotypes: Zur 

Geschichte von Sächsisch-Regen seit den letzten 

100 Jahren / On the History of Reghinul Săsesc 

in the last hundred years (1857) and 

Kulturhistorische Skizzen aus Schässburg / 

Cultural Historical Sketch of Sighișoara (1867). 

More anthropological than historical, Zur 

Charakteristik der Zigeuner / On the 

Caracteristic of the Gypsy and Die Macht und 

Herrschaft des Aberglaubens published in 1869 

and 1871 further attest to his constant and 

diverse ethnographical preoccupations. 

Particularly enlightening for the knowledge of 

popular beliefs in 19th century German 

communities in Transylvania is Die Macht und 

Herrschaft des Aberglaubens (The Power and 

Dominance of Superstition). Unlike his friend 

and collaborator, Friedrich Müller, who wrote a 

historical paper on the topic of superstitions, 

particularly on the belief in witches from the 

Middle Ages till the 18th century (Müller, 1854), 

Josef Haltrich inventoried this side of Saxon 

culture in Transylvania, but much more from an 

ethnographer point of view.  

After giving a brief account of the belief in 

witches and of the witch trials that persisted in 

Transylvania until the middle of the 18th century 

and even a little longer (Haltrich, 1871, 250), if 

one takes into account just the belief in them, he 

goes on to classify other superstitions still alive 

in people's minds back then; from old pagan 

beliefs in Transylvanian Saxon language, to the 

very well-known evil eye superstition (deochi, in 

Romanian; das Berufen, in German), popular 

cures against it and against medical conditions, 

spells, blessings, the place of animals and plants 

in superstitions, of celestial objects in the same, 

and so on (Haltrich, 1871, 249-327). 

He identified superstitions in many aspects of 

life, both in the everyday life of the lower strata 
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of society, as he wrote, and in the educated. With 

regard to the latter, he referred to what he called 

“philosophical superstitionsˮ, where he included 

beliefs in Messianic political systems, 

“naturalistic superstitionsˮ, including those that 

existed around his own profession, the so-called 

“pedagogical superstitionsˮ: 

 
“A superstition in schools and among 

teachers is, for example, the belief in the 

exclusive educating and reasoning power of a 

certain subject, method, or exercise, such as 

mental exercises, etc. A philosophical 

superstition would be that the salvation of the 

world depends on a certain system; a 

naturalistic superstition would be that the 

earth stands still and the sun moves around 

the earth with the rest of the starry sky. The 

latest superstition of the so-called exact 

sciences replaces blind natural law, 

unconscious of itself, with the living God, 

who is conscious of himself, and this 

superstition appears with the claim of victory, 

exulting and trumpeting: that it has found the 

formula by which the enigma of the world 

and of the human spirit can be solvedˮ 

(Haltrich, 1871, 253).  

 

Josef Haltrich´s fourth major literary 

inclination was toward poetry. His first notable 

poetical experiment was made known in 1858, 

just two years after his international recognition 

as a folk and fairy tale collector, on the occasion 

of the 50-years anniversary of the activity of 

Georg Paul Binder, former rector of the 

Evangelical Gymnasium in Sighișoara and 

superintendent of the Evangelical Church A. C. 

in Transylvania.  

At the banquet, held in the so-called Saale 

zum Stern (Star Hall) (Schuller, 1897, 40), in the 

same Bergschule where Haltrich spent most of 

his life since early childhood, and in an 

atmosphere described by Richard Schuller as 

“the School´s greatest splendourˮ (Schuller, 1897, 

39), he read his poem “in ancient form and 

spiritˮ, Das Gastmahl bei Kriton / The Banket of 

Krtion in G. P. Binder´s honour (Haltrich, 1858, 

28-29; poem at 29-43).  

Coincidently or not, another poem of Josef 

Haltirch, published a few months after his death 

(Haltrich, 1886, 261), next to a commemorative 

article by Friedrich Teutsch, celebrated what 

could seem a continuation of his Banquet of 

Kriton. The poem, Die Kraft des heiligen Liebe 

(The power of holy love) praised, among other 

things, the beauty of life and (holy) love, as 

Socrates did in Haltrich´s Gastmahl bei Kriton 

30 years before. 

  

Conclusions 

 

When one reads the various biographical 

narratives form the 19th century about Josef 

Haltrich, one can but wonder how much from it 

was actually true, when referring to his 

personality traits? The “warmˮ and subjective 

narratives concerning his person, typical for the 

19th century to an extent, constructed an aura 

around him and defined Josef Haltrich not just 

by his concrete writings and actions, but also by 

the quasi-mystification of the same. Hopefully, 

this paper achieved its goal in offering a 

compact short biography of this leading 

Transylvanian Saxon folklorist, specifically by 

using and highlighting the romanticised 

narratives of his close friends and collaborators.  

In order to better and more easily understand 

Josef Haltrich´s life and work I divided his 

scientific and literary pursuits into five major 

categories: fairy tale collecting, linguistic 

research, local history writings, anthropological 

and poetical works; a variety of scientific 

interests similar in form with Schlegel´s 

Romantic imperative, and to the work of Jacob 

Grimm.  

Despite not managing to prove with certainty 

the localisation of his nation´s Heimat with the 

help of fairy tales and philology, since the 

publication of his Zur deutschen Thiersage, in 

the context of the ever growing influence of the 

Brothers Grimm, of the Romantic ideal and of 

Pan-Germanism, Josef Haltrich established a 

place for himself in the Transylvanian and 

European intellectual milieu. His determination 

to collect as many cultural products as he could 

from the depths of Transylvanian Saxon rural 

society, apart from winning his contemporaries 

admiration, secured him a place in the 

Transylvanian Saxon Pantheon, right after his 

death. As Friedrich Teutsch wrote, the name of 

Josef Haltrich became synonymous with that of 

Transylvanian Saxon fairy tales, and still is to 

this day.  

Moreover, his work for the Idiotikon, which 

he continued from J. K. Schuller, provided a 

basis for Johann Wolff and for the next 

generations of linguists, which in several 

decades made notable progress, right until the 

problem of the Heimat and of the dictionary of 

the Transylvanian Saxon dialects were no longer 
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topics of heated debates and collective 

intellectual frustration.  

Lastly, independently of his will, given his 

personality and probably even more, the aura 

with which he was surrounded, can Josef 

Haltrich be regarded as an example at which 

Pan-Germanists from the turn of the century 

could have looked up to? On the other hand, it 

must be noted that despite his rather 

conservative philosophy with regard to modern 

times and ways of life, against the corrosive  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

current from the outside, as he put it at one point 

in his life, apart from the ethnic stereotypes he 

gathered from the population, no racially or 

ethnically derogatory personal remark was 

identified in his works cited in the present paper. 

Nonetheless, it still remains a matter for a deeper 

investigation, which will probably be done 

between Josef Haltrich the spotless soul, the 

children´s favourite, the child-like man and Josef 

Haltrich and the eventual (if any) political and 

philosophical implications of his life and work 

in the decades that followed after his death.  
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Fig. 1. Title page of the Programm des evangelischen Gymnasiums in Schässburg with Joseph Haltrich 

study “Zur deutschen Thiersageˮ (Brașov, 1855).  

 
Fig. 2. Title page of Deutsche Volksmärchen aus dem Sachsenlande in Siebenbürgen (Berlin, 1856).  
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Fig. 3. Title page of Josef Haltrich, Plan zu Vorarbeiten für ein Idiotikon der siebenbürgisch-sächsischen 

Volkssprache (Brașov, 1865).  

.  

Fig. 4. First letter with Josef Haltrich´s portrait from the 4th edition of his Deutsche Volksmärchen 

(Vienna-Sibiu, 1885).  
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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to draw a parallel between the volume The World of Yesterday: 

Memoirs of a European, in which the Austrian writer Stefan Zweig fictionalized his life experience, and 

the emblematic film The Grand Budapest Hotel, as different artistic ways of retelling history. Both the 

memoir of the Austrian writer and the universe created by Wes Anderson capture the abrupt historical 

transition from a Viennese Belle Époque to the chaos brought by the outbreak of World War I. The first 

part of the article analyses how these significant events of the first half of the 20th century are fictionally 

transposed in the volume The World of Yesterday, as well as the Austrian writer's effort to recreate a 

world of childhood and security. Overwhelmed by the nostalgia of the exile and the impossibility of going 

back in time, the writer ends up constructing an imaginary homeland, of a world of yesterday, where he 

finds refuge. Then, in the second part, the study focuses on the film The Grand Budapest Hotel, which 

drew inspiration from disparate moments in the author's life and managed to create an imaginary 

universe and a memorable character through Monsieur Gustav H.  

Keywords: Belle Époque, Modernism, Nostalgia, Vienna, Habsburg Monarchy, Imaginary Homeland.  

 

Rezumat: Scopul acestui articol este de a trasa o paralelă între volumul Lumea de ieri: Amintirile unui 

european, în care scriitorul austriac Stefan Zweig își ficționalizează experiența de viață, și filmul 

emblematic The Grand Budapest Hotel, ca modalități artistice diferite de a repovesti istoria. Atât 

memoriile scriitorului austriac, cât și universul construit de Wes Anderson surprind tranziția istorică 

abruptă de la un Belle Époque vienez către haosul începutului Primului Război Mondial. Prima parte a 

articolului analizează modul în care evenimentele majore din prima jumătate a secolului XX sunt 

transpuse ficțional în volumul Lumea de ieri, cât și efortul scriitorului austriac de a reda o lume a 

copilăriei și a siguranței. Cuprins de nostalgia exilului și de neputința întoarcerii în timp, scriitorul 

ajunge să își consturiască o patrie imaginară, a unei “lumi de ieri”, în care își găsește un refugiu. Apoi, 

în partea a doua, studiul se concentrează asupra filmului The Grand Budapest Hotel, care se inspiră din 

momente disparate ale vieții autorului, reușind să creeze un univers imaginar și un personaj memorabil 

prin Monsieur Gustav H.  

Cuvinte-cheie: Belle Époque, modernism, nostalgie, Viena, monarhie habsburgică, patrie imaginară. 

 

Stefan Zweig’s The World of Yesterday  

 

Anthea Bell, Stefan Zweig’s translator from 

German, noticed the particular nature of his 

memoir as a “quintessentially humane document 

and a record of European culture in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries […]” 

(Zweig, 2009, 11), thus capturing the essence of 

The World of Yesterday. Following Bells’s 

statement, emphasis should be placed on the 

idea of a “humane document”, meaning an 

account of a history filtered by affection and 

nostalgia. Stefan Zweig was living in Petrópolis, 

Brazil, one of his many “adoptive countries” 

when he finished his autobiography. It contained 

his life experience of crossing the border over 

two centuries, exploring various ways of living 

in European countries, witnessing the 

dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy, the 

beginning and the ending of the First World 

War, and the emergence of totalitarian regimes 

in Europe.  

Brazil was given the aura of a new heavenly 

home, isolated from the inequities of Europe. 

Stefan Zweig even wrote a book entitled Brazil: 

Land of the Future (1941) which can definitely 

be seen as an antithesis of the European, “world 

of yesterday”. He refused to see the ending of 

the Second World War, leaving a suicide note 

“Declaracão”, reiterating in it his established 

formula of the “suicidal Europe” – “my spiritual 

home, Europe […] destroyed itself” (Archive, 

The National Library of Israel). Revealing 

reconciliation and loss of hope, the note betrays 

Zweig’s attitude from his last days. The 

“Foreword” of the novel, written just before 
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leaving New York for Brazil (Prochnik, 2015, 9) 

stands for his declaration of belief in the 

necessity of telling the story of a whole 

generation caught in the uproar of exile:  

 
“I was born in 1881 in the great and mighty 

empire of the Habsburg Monarchy, but you 

would look for it in vain on the map today; it 

vanished without trace. […] I belong to 

nowhere now, I am a stranger or at the most a 

guest everywhere. Even the true home of my 

heart’s desire, Europe, is lost to me after twice 

tearing itself suicidally to pieces in fratricidal 

wars” (Zweig, 2009, 18).  

 

Stefan Zweig embodies a modern Erasmus of 

Rotterdam, the idealist humanist, guided by his 

personal faith, exiled and faced with the loss of 

his sense of identity after a never-ending 

wandering. By studying the life of Erasmus, 

Zweig noticed how Erasmus resembled his 

ideals and found inspiration in the destiny of the 

Dutch theologian: “Settled in no country and at 

home in all, the first conscious European and 

cosmopolitan, Eramsus recognized no 

superiority of one nation over another […]” 

(Zweig, 1961, 8). In a similar manner, Stefan 

Zweig wrote about himself: “So I belong 

nowhere now, I am a stranger or at the most a 

guest everywhere” (Zweig, 2009, 18). Darién J. 

Davis and Oliver Marshall, editors of a volume 

containing Stefan and Lotte Zweig’s South 

American Letters, draw attention to Zweig’s 

existential uncertainty due to the state of 

liminality (J. Davis, Marshall, 2010, 27). 

Confronted with the disappearance of his 

homeland, to a continuous wandering, Zweig 

discovered a way of recovering his lost world by 

reimagining the past. He wrote The World of 

Yesterday both for himself and his generation, 

but especially for those who will never 

experience the joie de vivre, elegant, Victorian 

prudery of the Belle Époque Europe, only 

through the eyes of the reader.  

George Prochnik explores in The Impossible 

Exile Stefan Zweig’s life experience before and 

after his exile. With respect to the Austrian’s 

writer memoir, Prochnik highlights the 

importance of recreating an imaginary homeland 

once the real one has become unreachable: “As 

Vienna sank further into shadows, the city’s 

imaginary character as an artistic utopia glowed 

ever brighter for Zweig” (Prochnik, 2015, 5). 

Therefore, in order to see the subtle affective 

mechanism beyond the construction of Zweig’s 

imaginary homeland, it is relevant to explore the 

implications of nostalgia.  

In The Idea of Nostalgia, Jean Starobinski 

underlines decisive moments in the history of 

theories concerning the concept of nostalgia. 

The essay indicates that the correct historical 

approaches to emotions should take into 

consideration that emotions are encapsulated 

within limited linguistic forms in order to be 

expressed, which leads to a significant shift of 

meaning over the course of time. The term 

nostalgia appeared from medical necessity, yet it 

existed before its medical use. Starobinski 

provides an overview of the evolution of the 

term and its meanings - Haimweh, regret, 

desiderium patriae” (Starobinski, 1993, 134). 

The investigation follows the uses of the term in 

the medical area, and even earlier, in the first 

mentions made by Johannes Hofer in his thesis 

from 1688 (Starobinski, 1993, 135), designating 

the anguish of those exiled from their 

homelands. Over time, the interest in the matter 

evolved under philosophical reflections, 

including those of Immanuel Kant. For the 

German philosopher, nostalgia was no longer a 

consequence of homesickness, but a longing for 

childhood (Starobinski, 1993, 153). The last 

theory taken into consideration in Starobinski’s 

essay is the theory launched by Sigmund Freud 

in psychoanalysis, which is very similar to 

Immanuel Kant’s idea of a lost realm of 

childhood. Stefan Zweig’s vanished Vienna was 

also the place and time of his evanescent 

childhood. It might be suited to mention Stefan 

Zweig’s very receptive nature to scientific 

progress, especially to Sigmund Freud’s 

discoveries, since they were not only 

contemporaries, but they nurtured a great 

friendship. Moreover, Zweig has dedicated an 

entire biographical study, namely Mental 

Healers, to Sigmund Freud among two other 

prominent thinkers Franz Mesmer and Mary 

Baker Eddy.  

From the viewpoint of psychoanalysis, the 

object of Zweig’s nostalgia should be more 

nuanced. It is not only a longing for the blissful 

days of The Habsburg Monarchy but for “the 

Golden Age of Security” (Zweig, 2009, 23), 

which might be interpreted as “a lost homeland 

of childhood”. Thus, the fin de siècle Vienna 

becomes the equivalent of the comfortable and 

protective space for the young Stefan Zweig. For 

Jean Starobinski, the literature of exile is more a 

literature of “the loss of childhood” (Starobinski, 

1993, 153). From this perspective, the whole 
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world caught in Stefan Zweig’s memoir is closer 

to a reimaged affective space than a historical 

account of the events. In other words, Zweig 

uses little bits of his memory in order to 

compile, to restore, the historical atmosphere of 

his century.  

In order to examine how history is 

reimagined by making use of the mechanisms of 

memory, a good place to start are the 

coordinates on which Zweig builds his “world of 

yesterday”. By coordinates, I understand key 

moments, decisive times, and places in Stefan 

Zweig’s life. Growing up in protective Vienna 

marks the utopic safe time of childhood and 

adolescence when Zweig attended school and 

the courses at The University of Vienna. Vienna 

was also the place that Zweig considered the 

birthplace of the most famous Central European 

artists and intellectuals. He was a great admirer 

of classical music, collecting original 

manuscripts of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, 

Johann Sebastian Bach,  Ludwig van Beethoven 

(Zweig, 2009, 348) and even becoming the 

owner of Beethoven’s desk (Zweig, 2009, 186). 

Vienna was also the place of Franz Joseph 

Haydn, Franz Schubert, and Gustav Mahler. The 

visual arts excelled in Zweig’s Vienna, as 

exemplified by Gustave Klimt and Koloman 

Moser as representatives of The Secession 

movement, and Egon Schiele as a pioneer of 

Expressionism. In the same cultural climate, 

Sigmund Freud’s theories in psychoanalysis 

were formed. It was a place and time for 

intellectual effervescence, young writers like 

Hugo von Hofmannsthal, considered by Zweig 

the chief of their generation, made their entrance 

into public life. The Viennese cultural elite 

formed groups of cultural socializing such as 

The Vienna Circle. Zweig explained this artistic 

and cultural awakening as a consequence of the 

spirit of the era:  

 
“There was something especially favorable to 

it in the air, something nurtured by the fertile 

artistic soil of the city, by the apocalyptical 

period and all the interlinking new literary 

and intellectual directions around the turn of 

the century” (Zweig, 2009, 77). 

 

Other decisive moments in Stefan Zweig’s 

life were his European wanderings. Every 

journey captured a young Zweig into a full 

process of personal development. Reading the 

pages where Zweig recalled his wanderings, it 

can be observed that his memoir also gets the 

dimension of a travel journal, in which, 

inevitably, every country visited by the writer is 

compared to Vienna. Remembering Paris, Zweig 

evokes the same nostalgia for the unattainable 

homeland, and his anguish is simultaneously 

directed to a longing for the times of his youth: 

“Of course, I know that the wonderfully lively 

and invigorating Paris of my youth no longer 

exists” (Zweig, 2009, 149). He saw Paris and 

Berlin in a relation of opposition, of which the 

former met all the requirements for a peaceful, 

socially equal, and culturally harmonious city: 

 
“To love Paris properly, you ought really to 

have known Berlin first, experiencing the 

natural servility of Germany with its rigid 

class differences, painfully clearly delineated, 

in which the officer’s wife did not talk to the 

teacher’s wife, who in turn did not speak to 

the merchant’s lady, who herself did not mix 

with the labourer’s wife. In Paris, however, 

the inheritance of the Revolution was still 

alive and coursing through the people’s 

veins” (Zweig, 2009, 152). 

 

Nor did London give the desired effect, 

Zweig felt there like a stranger without many 

acquaintances. With the curiosity of an 

anthropologist, Zweig tried to experiment the 

English lifestyle, but the great gain from his trip 

was an unexpected rediscovery of the creative 

genius of William Blake (Zweig, 2009, 181). 

Whereas, on his first visit to America, in order to 

verify the possibilities of living, Zweig 

constructed an “imaginary self” (Zweig, 2009, 

212), and searched employment in many 

different domains. George Prochnik interpreted 

that experiment as a simulation of the condition 

of the exiled (Prochnik, 2015, 44). At the end of 

his social experiment, Zweig was very pleased 

by the many job options he received. After every 

journey, there was an expectancy, to satisfy his 

curiosity about the world. The result was a 

process of self-discovery, as Zweig beautifully 

called his experiences “detours on the way to 

myself” (Zweig, 2009, 183).  

The pleasure for a nomadic life transformed 

into the torment of never finding a place to be 

called home: “No one knows that better than I 

do today when I no longer wander from country 

to country of my own free will” (Zweig, 2009, 

183). After all these exile experiences, the décor 

of Brazil seemed like a breath of fresh air, away 

from Europe, which meant being away from war 

and crimes against humanity. The Brazilian 

mirage ends Zweig’s series of journeys. He 
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settled there in the hope that he will perfectly 

isolate himself in an idyllic place that might 

restore faith in the future of civilization:  

 
“The past was more carefully preserved here 

than in Europe itself; the brutalisation that 

followed in the wake of the First World War 

had not yet infected manners and morals this 

side of ocean. […] Here the civilisation 

created in Europe could continue and develop 

in new and different forms. My eyes, 

delighted by the vast variety of the beauties of 

this new nature, had a glimpse of the future” 

(Zweig, 2009, 426). 

 

As expected, the illusion of paradise fell 

apart for Zweig, due to the news spreading. The 

radio transmissions and newspapers reached 

Brazil and were keeping Zweig in touch with the 

everyday development of the political situation 

in Europe. With a sense of despair and guilt for 

leaving their home and family, Zweig and Lotte 

committed suicide after writing farewell letters 

to their families and friends (J. Davis, Marshall, 

2010, 35). 

It cannot be clear if Zweig knew or had the 

intuition that he already found a homeland from 

which he will never be expatriated, nor feeling 

like an exiled into an “adoptive country”. When 

writing about poets such as Paul Valéry, Emile 

Verhaeren, Rainer Maria Rilke, or Giovanni 

Pascoli, Zweig concluded: “One lived in 

Germany, another in France, yet another in Italy, 

but they all inhabited the same homeland, for 

they really lived only in their poetry” (Zweig, 

2009, 162). 

  

Monsieur Gustave’s Grand Budapest Hotel 

 

Grand Budapest Hotel is Wes Anderson’s 

cinematographic masterpiece that combines 

together disjointed components from Stefan 

Zweig’s life and literature. The movie is based 

on several writings of the Austrian writer and 

includes, in a subtle manner, historical events 

from the writer’s contemporaneity. Wes 

Anderson offers a personal twist on the events, 

by reading Zweig’s literature through the eyes of 

a filmmaker. He captures the great European 

administrative-territorial dislocations at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, the condition 

of the exiled, and the permanent threat of the 

National-Socialist regime. All of these are 

melted in Andersons’s universe, blended with 

personal dramas, such as losing an inheritance, 

the mystery of a crime, falling in love and going 

on a mission to recover a Renaissance painting. 

Every historical detail is fictionalized and 

reimagined into a story full of dark humour, 

irony, and nostalgia.  

The beginning presents the statue of an 

“Author” in the cemetery of “Old Lutz” and a 

young girl reading his book called The Grand 

Budapest Hotel. As she enters the book’s 

universe, the author comes back to life by telling 

his story. Wes Anderson makes use of the frame 

story technique, in which different narratives are 

interconnected with each other. At first, the girl 

reads the story from the author’s book, and then 

the action shifts to the moment in which the 

author, standing in his office is speaking to the 

camera in front of him as if he is presenting a 

television show. He tries to dismantle the myth 

of the inspired writer and convinces his audience 

that every detail of his story is based on true 

events. Following this statement, the author 

explains how many years ago, he decided to 

spend some time in the “Alpine Sudetenwaltz” 

at The Grand Budapest Hotel in order to cure his 

“neurasthenia”. There, he meets the wealthy 

Zero Moustafa, the owner of the once-great 

Grand Budapest Hotel. Zero invites the 

“Author” to dinner to tell him his story of how, 

under very unusual circumstances, he became 

the owner of the hotel. The next story belongs to 

Zero and it focuses on the fantastical 

adventurous life of the great concierge Monsieur 

Gustave. Transforming hospitality into an art, 

Monsieur Gustave is a lonely, forty-year-old 

dandy and eccentric man. As the closest man in 

the life of a wealthy duchess, Madame D., he 

becomes the prime suspect after her 

assassination ordered by her family in order to 

inherit her fortune. After this turn of events, 

Monsieur Gustave and Zero Moustafa undergo a 

series of adventures, from stealing a Renaissance 

painting, going to and escaping jail, and living 

on the edge as a wrongdoer and an immigrant. 

Concerning the structural framework of the 

movie, a unique effect is created by the three 

aspect ratios and by the division into chapters 

that follow the evolution of the action. This 

technique is a permanent reminder that the entire 

storyline belongs to a book, mimicking the 

typical structure of a novel with chapters. 

Whitney Crothers Dilley notices in The Cinema 

of Wes Anderson: Bringing Nostalgia to Life, 

that the different aspect ratios mark the shift in 

the timeline, and imitate the aspect ratios used in 

cinema in those years:  
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“The 1930s part of the film was shot in 

Academy 1.37, which is generally how the 

movies at the time were shot. The 1960s part 

of the movie was shot with anamorphic 

widescreen lenses, which is a 2.35:1 aspect 

ratio, and this section reflects how in the 

1960s many movies were shot 

anamorphically, with film studios reacting to 

the perceived threat of television. For the 

1980s, Anderson used 1.85, which is more the 

standard format with which people shoot 

today” (Dilley, 2017, 188).  

 

This structural play is a very subtle way to 

tell the viewers that the movie has many sources 

of inspiration and it intends to blend them until 

they can no longer be recognized. In an 

interview with George Prochnik, Wes Anderson 

speaks about the books that inspired him to 

create the world of The Grand Budapest Hotel. 

He recognizes that he discovered the literature of 

Stefan Zweig quite late in his lifetime. He began 

with the novel Beware of Pity and the author’s 

flashback from the beginning of the story made 

a great impression on him, contributing to the 

beginning of the Grand Budapest Hotel 

(Anderson, Prochnik, 2015). 

Another source of inspiration for the movie 

was The Post Office Girl. A less-known novel 

by Stefan Zweig, most likely because it wasn’t 

the writer’s intention to publish it and it doesn’t 

have a definite ending. The story was found 

among the writer’s manuscripts after his death 

and it also puts another light on his death, as 

observed by Lorna Bradbury in her review of the 

novel: “It is difficult to get away from the 

thought of Zweig weighing the fate of his world-

weary fictional lovers as he grapples with his 

own life and death” (Bradbury, 2009). When 

taking into consideration the young fictional 

couple contemplating the idea of suicide, it is 

impossible not to think of Stefan and Lotte 

Zweig. However, what inspired Wes Anderson 

concerning The Post Office Girl’s story, was the 

image of the luxurious Palace Hotel.  Located in 

Switzerland, the hotel is where poor Christine, a 

girl working at a post office, is taken by a 

miracle to enter the high society and experience 

for a little bit the life of the social elite. Wes 

Anderson found “Zweig’s description of the 

grand hotel in Switzerland is so evocative” 

(Anderson, Prochnik, 2014), enough to make 

him draw inspiration from it in creating the 

entire world of The Grand Budapest Hotel.  

By looking at Wes Anderson’s characters, it 

is noticeable that every positive main character 

carries something from Stefan Zweig’s 

personality. The well-known “Author” shares 

the same curiosity for personal life stories as 

Zweig, not to mention that at the end of his 

story, he decides to sail to South America in 

order to cure himself of neurasthenia, thus 

recalling Zweig’s nostalgia and the decision to 

move in Brazil. The most obvious similarities 

are to be found between Zweig and Monsieur 

Gustave. It is easy to portray Zweig in the role 

of a concierge, taking care of his guests at the 

Wyndham Hotel in New York. His eccentric 

gesture, of inviting every exiled he knew to his 

party, is recounted by George Prochnik in The 

Impossible Exile:  

 
“After dark on the 4th of June, 1941, a sizable 

crowd of European refugees from all social 

classes descended on the Wyndham Hotel in 

Midtown Manhattan for an unheard-of event: 

Stefan Zweig was throwing a cocktail party. 

[…] Even in Austria, he couldn’t have hosted 

a party like this, since at the Wyndham he was 

throwing open the doors to émigrés – asking 

just every refugee he knew” (Prochnik, 2015, 

29). 

 

Even the appearance of Monsieur Gustave 

reminds of Zweig’s permanent elegance, playful 

character  and kindness. They even share the 

same taste for poetry. Another character who 

embodies a certain aspect of the Austrian’s 

writer life is Zero Moustafa, the young 

immigrant who becomes Monsieur Gustave’s 

lobby boy and disciple. Zero, as his name 

suggests, resembles the condition of the exiled 

who has to start a new life from scratch, being 

forced to live in another “adoptive country” 

because of war. It is worth mentioning the black-

and-white scene, at the end of the movie, when 

the fictional State of Zubrowka is occupied and 

ceases to exist, leaving the characters stateless 

and vulnerable in the face of the “ZZ” soldiers. 

This is very similar to the moment when Zweig 

himself became stateless which had a great 

psychological impact on his sense of identity 

and freedom of movement: “Overnight I had 

gone down another step in the social scale. 

Yesterday I had still been a foreign guest […] 

but now I was an emigrant, a refugee” (Zweig, 

2009, 435).  

The Grand Budapest Hotel manages to 

recreate the historical atmosphere and the 

political climate of the interwar period. As Zero 

very carefully responds in his job interview, The 

Grand Budapest Hotel is “an institution.” 
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Thereby, one can see the allegorical dimension 

of the shared destiny between the fictional State 

of Zubrowka and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

The Grand Budapest Hotel might be interpreted 

as an allegory for Vienna, from which Monsieur 

Gustave is forced to flee. The takeover of the 

hotel by the “ZZ” army might also be associated 

with the moment when Vienna ended up under 

the Nazi Regime. Another scene that might 

support this interpretation is when Monsieur 

Gustav, while being locked in a “Criminal 

internment Camp” is preparing a speech, while 

in the background, inside the prison is 

“snowing”, probably with ash. The subtlety of 

Wes Anderson’s story is based on the 

continuous ambiguity of a surreal world. It is 

Grand Budapest Hotel’s phantasmagoria, in 

which the historical subject permanently loses 

within fiction, which becomes more powerful, 

more overtaking. As observed by Whitney 

Crothers Dilley, the historical element is 

reimagined in a fictional form: 

 
“To lessen the intensity, the film does not seek 

to portray a precise location […]nor does it 

replicate precise periods of history, but only 

sets out to obliquely evoke three periods of 

history in the twentieth century which are 

highly stylized in the film: the first is the 

“world of yesterday” which Zweig captures in 

his literature (pre-WWI), second, a period of 

indeterminate war and fascism (with the Nazi-

like SS insignia changed to ZZ), and third, the 

period of Communism in Eastern or Central 

Europe” (Dilley, 2017,184). 

 

Nonetheless, there are cultural references to 

Zweig’s Vienna such as the painting in Egon 

Schiele’s style which Monsieur Gustave uses to 

cover the empty place on the wall after he stole 

the painting “The Boy with Apple”. Not to 

mention the physical resemblance between 

Dimitri, the son of the deceased Duchess, and 

the Viennese painter.  

The end of Wes Anderson’s movie summarises 

Stefan Zweig’s entire existential dilemma. The 

world he was so nostalgic for ceased long before 

he knew. That is Zero Moustafa’s subtle 

message to the “Author” after their dinner. It 

appears like the movie’s last scene tries to create 

a last imaginary dialogue with Zweig, just 

before leaving to Brazil. Both The Grand 

Budapest Hotel and Zweig’s Vienna are “worlds 

of yesterday”, recreated “homelands” to which 

Monsieur Gustave and Stefan Zweig painfully 

attach.  

Both Stefan Zweig and Wes Anderson make 

use of literary and cinematic subtleties by which 

they explore the past. Beyond the playfulness of 

theatricality and the surrealist decor, we can 

uncover a great history of collective tragedies, as 

well as a personal history, of exile, uprooting, 

and identity uncertainties. Stefan Zweig and 

Wes Anderson mask the dimension of tragic by 

reimagining history through art.  
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Abstract: The present paper aims to offer a brief analysis of the manner in which the Holocaust is presented 

in the work of Markus Zusak, The Book Thief, mainly focusing on style. It should be mentioned that the 

metaphors are analysed both from a traditional point of view, Group µ’s approach, as well as from a more 

recent one – cognitive stylistics, in an attempt to understand which method of analysis is more effective in 

this specific case. The presentation of Holocaust is rather indirect, reflected in the way it affects the lives of 

people: personal freedom and the preservation of identity are achieved resorting to culture. 

Keywords: cognitive stylistics, cognitive/conceptual metaphors, metaphoric mapping, sememes, metaphoric 

mechanism, deviation. 

 

Rezumat: Lucrarea de față își propune să ofere o analiză succintă asupra modului în care Holocaustul este 

prezentat în lucrarea lui Markus Zusak, Hoțul de cărți, concentrându-se în principal pe stil. Trebuie 

menționat faptul că metaforele sunt analizate atât din punct de vedere al stilisticii tradiționale, abordarea 

Grupului µ, cât și din punctul de vedere  al stilisticii cognitive, în încercarea de a înțelege care metodă de 

analiză este mai eficientă în acest caz. Prezentarea Holocaustului este mai degrabă indirectă, reflectându-se 

în modul în care afectează viața oamenilor: libertatea personală și păstrarea identității se realizează 

recurgând la cultură. 

Cuvinte-cheie: stilistică cognitivă, metafore cognitive/conceptuale, reprezentare metaforică, sememe, 

mecanism metaforic, abatere. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Book Thief is a story about “a girl, an 

accordionist, some fanatical Germans, a Jewish 

fist-fighter and quite a lot of thievery” (Zusak, 

2013, 15). History interferes brutally in the life of 

the people, children or grown-ups, who become 

victims of circumstance. It is 1939 Nazi Germany. 

Liesel Meminger, a nine-year-old girl, and her 

little brother, who dies on the way, are taken by 

their mother to a foster family, the Hubermanns, 

because she and her husband, Liesel’s father, are 

taken to a concentration camp (The 

Kommunisten).  

Hans Hubermann, a painter who plays the 

piano accordion, likes to smoke, does not agree 

with Hitler and does not join the NSDAP, earns 

Lieselts trust, becoming more than a father: a true 

friend, helping her to defeat her every nightmare, 

and to read and write. There is a “midnight class”, 

around two o’clock a.m., when they learn the 

alphabet and then read the first book she has 

stolen, namely The Gravedigger’s Handbook.  

Hans has been taught to play the accordion by a 

German Jew, Erik Vandenburg, who is also the 

man who saved his life, dying instead of him on 

the battlefield. Afterwards, Hans goes to Erik’s 

wife and son, Max, offering his unconditioned 

support for the future. Max comes to live in Hans’ 

basement during the Jew hunt starts later on. 

Rudy Steiner, who is eight months older than 

her, becomes Liesel’s best friend. He supports her 

unconditionally, becoming her partner and 

sometimes “catalyst in crime” (Zusak, 2013, 52), 

“it was stealing that cemented their friendship 

completely” (Zusak, 2013, 156). Their “thieving 

repertoire” (Zusak, 2013, 168) extends, from 

books to potatoes and onions. Rudy is a kind-

hearted boy. He finds the courage to defend 

another friend of his, Tommy Muller when, at the 

Hitler Youth, he is offended by Franz Deutscher. 

When Viktor Chemmel throws Liesel’s book, The 

Whistler, in the “devastatingly” cold water of the 

Amper River, Rudy jumps in and catches it.  

Another friend of Liesel is Max, the Jew hiding 

in the Hubermann’s basement, Erik Vandenburg’s 

son. There are many similarities between them: 

“They both arrived in a state of agitation on 

Himmel Street. They both nightmared” (Zusak, 

2013, 241). He is tormented by guilt: the price of 

living is the price of guilt- the guilt for leaving his 

family behind to escape, the guilt of putting the 

Hubermans in danger. Liesel takes care of him, 

bringing newspapers from the garbage bins for 
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him to do the crossword puzzles. In his turn, he 

writes for her a little book, The Standover Man, on 

the erased pages of Mein Kamf. He regains his 

interest in life whenever Liesel comes down to the 

basement to visit him. They exchange nightmares. 

He tells her his inmost secrets and fears as well as 

the imaginary boxing match between him and 

Hitler: “Every night, I wait in the dark and the 

Führer comes down these steps. He walks down 

and he and I, we fight for hours” (Zusak, 2013, 

265-266). When he falls ill, Liesel takes care of 

him, bringing thirteen “seemingly insignificant” 

presents (Zusak, 2013, 330) and reading from a 

book to prevent him from losing his consciousness 

again. After recovery, he writes for her another 

book, The Word Shaker, which he offers Liesel as 

a good-bye gift, with the words “You’ve done 

enough” (Zusak, 2013, 405). 

The authorities ask for Rudy to go to a special 

school where they create “an elite group of 

German citizens” (Zusak, 2013, 415) but his 

father, Alex Steiner, turns them down. As a result, 

he is sent on the battlefield just like Hans 

Hubermann. They are not sent to fight: Alex is 

sent to an army hospital whereas Hans was sent to 

Stuttgart and Essen, to Air Force Special Unit 

(Dead Body Collectors). Liesel is extremely sad, 

so sad that she felt no desire to steal a book. When 

Hans breaks his leg, he is sent back home. 

However, there is a bombshell and everybody on 

Himmel Street, except Liesel, dies. She remains in 

the basement: “She survived because she was 

sitting in a basement reading through the story of 

her own life, checking for mistakes” (Zusak, 2013, 

502). Max survives the concentration camp and 

returns to her. 

 

War metaphors 

 

War is presented in relation to colours, mostly 

black or red. The very beginning of the novel 

establishes an abrupt cut between what is up and 

what is down, between light and darkness: “First 

up is something white. Of the blinding kind’’ 

(Zusak, 2013, 16), “The horizon was the colour of 

milk. Cold and fresh. Poured out, amongst the 

bodies” (Zusak, 2013, 183). In opposition, war is 

somewhere down, on the earth. It is dark, black or 

red. Often, the sky borrows the colours of war: 

“The horizon was beginning to charcoal” (Zusak, 

2013, 20), “the greying light arm-wrestled the 

sky” (Zusak, 2013, 20); “The sky was like a soup, 

boiling and stirring” (Zusak, 2013, 22), “The 

Cologne sky was yellow and rotting, flaking at the 

edges” (Zusak, 2013, 173), “dirty-coloured light” 

(Zusak, 2013, 214). In this respect, mention 

should be made of a very impressive metaphor 

illustrating the changing colour of the sky during 

war (Stalingrad, 1924 and early ’43), turning from 

white to red and white again:  

 
“(…) the sky was bleached bed-sheet white each 

morning. All day long (…) that sheet was 

splashed with bold, until it was full and bulging 

to the earth. In the evening, it would be wrung 

out and bleached again, ready for the next down. 

And that was when the fighting was only during 

the day” (Zusak, 2013, 112). 

   

Colours are a pretext, an indirect invitation, 

namely that people should be more careful, should 

pay more attention to details (maybe in this way 

they could prevent huge mistakes such as wars!):  

 
“A Small Theory: People observe colours of a 

day only at its beginnings and ends, but to me 

it’s quite clear that a day merges through a 

multitude of shades and intonations, with each 

passing moment. A single hour can consist of 

thousands of different colours. Waxy yellows, 

cloud-spat blues. Murky darkness” (Zusak, 2013, 

14).  

 

The entire world seemed to be brought to its 

knees by the horrors of war: “The world was 

sagging now, under the weight of all that snow” 

(Zusak, 2013, 17). The horizon itself seemed to be 

defeated: “The sky was crouching” (Zusak, 2013, 

115). Even the houses seem to be sick, especially 

those on the Yellow Stars Street: “The house was 

pale, almost sick-looking with an iron gate and a 

brown, spit-stained door” (Zusak, 2013, 176).    

Other metaphors have been identified, which 

could be related to war. They point mostly to 

human suffering and pain generated by 

powerlessness: “Its wings (plane) were now sawn-

off arms” (Zusak, 2013, 19). 

One of the scenes in the novel is particularly 

suggestive for the image of war. After a bombing - 

one of the many - there is only blood and dead 

bodies that can hardly be distinguished: “The 

streets were ruptured veins. Blood streamed till it 

was dried on the road, and the bodies were stuck 

there, like driftwood after the flood. They were 

glued” (Zusak, 2013, 22).  

Mention should also be made of the ironic 

metaphor “people hiding in the clouds” (Zusak, 

2013, 23) not to be closer to God and to achieve 

their best possible version, but to kill, throwing 

down bombs from battle airplanes.  

The metaphors of the swastika and the Nazi 

flag are suggestive for the fact that not all 

Germans liked Hitler. Frau Diller was a fanatic 

supporter whereas Hans Hubermann was not. 

Therefore, the swastika is presented either as “a 
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jewel on a red and white blanket” (Zusak, 2013, 

108) or as “the flag trundled from the edge – a 

washing hung out to dry” (Zusak, 2013, 108). 

Additionally, we have the metaphor of the Third 

Reich: “That was when a great shiver arrived. It 

waltzed through the window with the draught. 

Perhaps it was the breeze of the Third Reich, 

gathering even greater strength” (Zusak, 2013, 

110) and also, further on in the text: “the rising 

Nazi air” (Zusak, 2013, 188).    

Everything in connection to Nazi brings death 

and is spreading everywhere: “A horizon of Nazi 

flags and uniforms rose upwards, crippling the 

view” (Zusak, 2013, 116). 

The part played by propaganda is also well 

underlined. For example, Has Junior is another 

fanatic supporter of the Nazi, which creates a 

major disagreement between him and his father. 

He reproaches his father the mistake of not joining 

the Nazi Party and his discourse is a good 

indicator of what propaganda makes with the 

minds of the youth: “You’re either with the Führer 

or against him. (…) It’s pathetic – how a man can 

stand by and do nothing as a whole nation cleans 

out the garbage and makes itself great” (Zusak, 

2013, 111). At the same time, it is to be mentioned 

the discourse delivered by a man on a podium at 

the books bonfire:  

 

“(…) we stop our enemies once again. We stop 

them reaching into our minds. (…) We put an 

end to the disease which has been spread 

through Germany for the last twenty years, if not 

more! (…) He was performing now a Schreierei 

– a consummate exhibition of passionate 

shouting – warning the crowd to be watchful, to 

be vigilant to seek out and destroy the evil 

machinations plotting to infect the motherland 

with its deplorable ways. The immoral! The 

Kommunisten! (…) Die Juden- the Jews!” 

(Zusak, 2013, 116).  

 

The entire metaphoric image of the dumbed 

down mob preparing to set the heap of books on 

fire is presented as follows:  

 
“A collection of men walked from a platform 

and surrounded the heap, igniting it, much to 

the approval of everyone. Voices climbed over 

shoulders and the smell of pure German sweat 

struggled at first, then poured out. It rounded 

corner after corner, till they were all swimming 

in it. The words, the sweat. and smiling. Let’s 

not forget the smiling” (Zusak, 2013, 117). 

 

It is also interesting to notice the 

dehumanization of human beings, who are 

reduced here to sweat and, further on in the text, to 

uniforms: “On the other side, beyond the blurry 

heat, it was possible to see the brown-shirts and 

the swastikas joining hands. You didn’t see 

people. Only uniforms and signs” (Zusak, 2013, 

118). And, ever further on in the text: ’’Closer to 

the town hall, under a light, some shadows stood 

and talked, most likely exulting in the success of 

the fire” (Zusak, 2013, 125). 

Zusak also mentions the terror spreading 

everywhere in the form of the metaphor: “The 

night was smooth and still. Everything listened” 

(Zusak, 2013, 133) and, further on in the text, 

“The fear is shiny. Ruthless in the eyes” (Zusak, 

2013, 207).   

In relation with both dehumanization and fear, 

one must mention the character Max, the young 

Jew hiding in the basement (“The Jewish rat, back 

to his hole” - Zusak, 2013, 223). Spending his 

entire time in darkness, even when a lamp is 

brought in, its light does nothing more than to 

magnify darkness, suggestively turning the 

character into a shadow: “He walked from one end 

of the basement to the other, the lamplight 

magnifying his shadow” (Zusak, 2013, 210) and, 

again, further on in the text: “between hand-

holding shadows” (Zusak, 2013, 210).   

The humanity of people seems to be fainter and 

fainter and, in this respect, the church metaphor is 

suggestive: “The church disappeared in darkness 

the further his eyes travelled upwards” (Zusak, 

2013, 175).  

Although the novel is about the Second World 

War, the First World War is also brought into the 

discussion. There is a character, the mayor’s wife, 

who has never recovered after the death of his son 

in the First World War. This is an opportunity for 

the presentation of it by means of the serial 

metaphor:  

 
“It was like a serial. Day after day after day. After 

day:  

The conversation of bullets. 

Resting men. 

The best dirty jokes in the world. 

Cold sweat – that malignant little friend- 

outstanding its welcome in the armpits and 

trousers” (Zusak, 2013, 183). 

 

There is also a magnificent description of wars 

in general:  

 
“They’re strange, those wars. Full of blood and 

violence – but also full of stories that are equally 

difficult to fathom. It’s true, people will mutter. I 

don’t care if you don’t believe me. It was that 

fox who saved my life’’ or ’’They died either 

side of me and I was left standing there, the only 
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one without a bullet between my eyes. Why me? 

Why me and not them?” (Zusak, 2013, 181-182).  

    

Cognitive Analysis of Zusak`s Metaphors 

 

In cognitive stylistics, metaphors are no longer 

seen only as stylistic figures of speech, but as a 

matter of a “conceptual structure” (Lakoff, 

Johnson, 1980, 235). The starting point of the 

cognitive approach states that thought itself has a 

metaphorical nature, and, therefore, language in 

general is metaphorical. Metaphor is “pervasive in 

everyday language and thought” (Lakoff, Turner, 

1989, ix). Poets and writers use the same tools that 

common people use and what distinguishes them 

from the latter is the extraordinary talent and skill 

when employing them.  

We proceed by giving examples of metaphors 

analysed cognitively. 

(1) “The houses (on the Yellow Stars Road) were 

almost like lepers. At the very least, they were 

infected sores on the injured German terrain” 

(Zusak, 2013, 57).  

In this example, we can identify the following 

elements in reference with the cognitive metaphor 

“infected sores”: 

i. houses (on the road of yellow stars)– target, 

vehicle, focus space. It is in attribute relation with 

the base domain. 

ii. infected sores– source, tenor, base space.  

iii. Common features / generic space / ground1 – 

avoidable character 

iv. The blended space (the new emergent 

understanding) – Zusak’s artistry is simply 

outstanding in the way he renders the cruel reality 

metaphorically. This time, the cruel reality refers 

to one of the most shameful gestures in the history 

of mankind involving segregation and 

discrimination: the marking of Jewish houses and 

shops with yellow stars in order to humiliate them. 

Thus, Jewish houses become in Zusak’s novel 

“infected sores”, something that has to be avoided 

in order to prevent the infection over the German 

pure and sound territory.  

Cognitive linguistics refers to the process of 

metaphor as a mapping of properties between the 

two spaces or domains. It is a visible metaphor, as 

both the source and the target are present. 

  The above example can also be seen from the 

point of view of the discourse world theory, which 

considers the cognitive tracking of entities, 

relations and processes to be a mental space. In 

order to understand and represent reality, Zusak 

builds a mental space which contains mental 

                                                      
1 containing “common general nodes and relationships 

across the spaces” (Stockwell, 2007, 97). 

representations of everything that can be perceived 

in real space (also called base space). Zusak’s 

novel, The Book Thief, is a blended space, a space 

that combines the other spaces and which has 

specific features emerging from the mapping. The 

stages that can be referred to are: cross-space 

mapping, generic space and blend.  

 

I. 

 a 

 b 

 c 

 d 

 e 

 f 

 

 II. 

 a’ 

 b’ 

 c’ 

 d’ 

 e’ 

 f’ 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Base Space / Real Space / 

a’= houses (on the road of yellow stars) 

b’=streets 

c’=humans 

d’=rooms 

 

II.  Projected Hypothetical Space/ 

Idealised Conceptual Model (ICM) 

Fictional Space / Blend  

 

a’= “infected sores”  

b’= ’’long, broken arms” (Zusak, 2013, 57)/ 

’’lengthy tubes of grey’’ (Zusak, 2013, 56) 

c’= “shapes” (Zusak, 2013, 57) 

d’= “rooms filled with questions” (Zusak, 2013, 

38) 

 

In the base space (real space), there are basic 

level categories and objects. It is a familiar 

representation of life, with familiar entities and 

familiar structure. Thus, there are houses, rooms, 

streets, etc. Unlike this base space, in the 

hypothetical space/ blend, houses (on the road of 

yellow stars) become “infected sores”, streets 

become “broken arms”, “tubes of grey”, humans 

become “shapes”, rooms become “rooms filled 

with questions”. So, everything contributes to 

creating a totally different world. We can say that 

in the projected hypothetical space / blend, Zusak 

creates a world that seems to be like the ICM. 

However, it is an entirely different world. In this 

fictional space, a’, b’, c’ are counterparts of a, b, c 

in the base space.   

The generic space/ground contains the 

commonalities of the two spaces, namely common 

general nodes and relationships across the spaces. 

Thus, in point of common features, mention 

should be made of the [avoidable character] in the 

case of the metaphor “infected sores”, of [length] 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

767 

 

in the case of the metaphor “long, broken arms” or 

“tubes of grey”, of [contour] in the case of the 

metaphor “shapes” and of [spatial character] in the 

case of the metaphor “rooms filled with 

questions”.   

(2) “The sky was a soup, boiling and stirring. 

In some places it was burned. There were black 

crumbs, and pepper, streaked amongst the 

redness” (Zusak, 2013, 21). 

The following elements in reference with the 

cognitive metaphor “soup” can be identified: 

i. sky– target, vehicle, focus space. It is in attribute 

relation with the base domain.  

ii. “boiling and stirring) soup” – source, tenor, 

base space.   

iii. Common features / generic space / ground2 – 

[redness] 

iv. The blended space (the new emergent 

understanding) – the world during the Second 

World War is rendered by means of colours. The 

sky of bombings, crossed by fighting planes 

generating death is so far form its initial purpose, 

that of being a blue immensity and of generating 

delight. It has the colour of the blood shed on the 

streets. It is stained by small black points: flakes 

of ashes. It is tormented and agitated, just like the 

hearts of people ’’boiling” with pain. There is 

perfect correspondence between what is down and 

what is up. 

With regards to rendering the metaphor as a 

mapping of properties between the two spaces or 

domains, it can be represented as follows: 

 

I. 

 a 

 b 

 II. 

 a’ 

 b’ 

 

 

 

 

 

I. Base Space / Real Space / 

a= sky 

b= flakes of ashes 

 

II.  Projected Hypothetical Space/ 

Idealised Conceptual Model (ICM) 

Fictional Space / Blend  

 

a’= “(boiling and stirring) soup” 

b’= “crumbs and pepper” (Zusak, 2013, 57) 

 

Again, in the fictional space, a’, b’, c’ are 

counterparts of a, b, c in the base space. The 

generic space/ground contains the commonalities 

                                                      
2 containing “common general nodes and relationships 

across the spaces” (Stockwell, 2007, 97). 

 

of the two spaces, namely common general nodes 

and relationships across the spaces. Thus, 

regarding common features, mention should be 

made of the [redness] in the case of the metaphor 

(boiling and stirring) soup” and of [blackness] + 

[solid state] + [inanimate] in the case of the 

metaphor “crumbs and pepper”.  

 

Traditional Stylistic Analysis of Zusak`s 

Metaphors 

 

In the present paper, the traditional stylistic 

view of metaphors is represented by the Group µ’s 

approach. According to it, metaphors belong to the 

“group of metasememes (semantic figures) 

alongside with simile, metonimy, synecdoche” 

(Group µ, 1974, 30). Metasememes are based on a 

series of substantial operations: the operation of 

partial omission of semes (metaphor in 

praesentia); the operation of simple addition of 

semes (mainly synecdoche); the mixed operation 

of omission - addition of semes (metaphor in 

absentia: (Sg+Sp) Σ; (Sp+Sg )∏ ). In order to 

completely describe a rhetorical figure, one must 

describe its deviation, namely the constitutive 

operations of the deviation, especially when it 

comes to two distinct moments: one is when an 

author creates a deviation and the second is when 

the reader diminishes the deviation.   

We proceed by giving examples of metaphors 

analysed according to Group µ, the metaphoric 

mechanism being presented in detail: 

(1) “The streets were ruptured veins. (Blood 

streamed till it was dried on the road)” (Zusak, 

2013, 22).  

 

The metaphoric mechansim can be explained as 

follows: it is a metaphor in praesentia, obtained 

by the omission-addition operation. The writing 

degree zero is “red”. The surprise element consists 

in replacing the noun “(bloody) roads” with the 

noun “(ruptured) veins”. This metaphor points to a 

concrete object “streets” by means of another 

concrete object “veins”. The metaphoric 

mechanism (supression-addition of semes) can be 

presented as follows: 

1. the reader notices a violation of the discourse 

logic; 

2. the reader resorts to a reduction when looking 

for the third term (I) which is the bridge between 

the two above mentioned terms:  

 

D→(I)→A. 

           streets→ (I) → veins 

 

The two different lexemes (D, A) have the 

following common semes: [redness] + 
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[elongation]. Therefore, it is a (Sg+Sp)Σ 

conceptual metaphor. 

(I) is a generalization synecdoche of D (because it 

supresses some semes of “street” – [hardness], 

[man-made]- and by supressing semes, a 

generalization is obtained) and A is a synecdoche 

of I (because other semes are added to 

[anatomical] + [softness] in order to form the class 

of the semes of the term “ruptured veins”). 

 

[(bloody) streets]: [redness] + [elongation] + 

[hardness] + [man-made]. 

 

Sg is obtained by keeping the essential semes 

[redness] + [elongation]. 

Sp is obtained by adding other semes to [redness] 

+ [elongation], thus forming the class of the semes 

of the term “ruptured veins”: 

[redness] + [elongation] +[anatomical] + [softness] 

 

This metaphor is one of the most striking war 

metaphors, pointing to the destructive force of 

war. The entire world is personified, becoming a 

huge dying, bleeding organism.  

 

(2) “There were black crumbs and pepper, 

streaked amongst the redness” (Zusak, 2013, 22).  

 

The metaphoric mehansim can be “dissected’’ 

like this: it is a metaphor in absentia, obtained by 

the omission-addition operation. The writing 

degree zero is “black”. The surprise element 

consists in replacing the noun “ashes” with the 

noun “crumbs and pepper”. This metaphor points 

to a concrete element “ashes” by means of another 

concrete object “crumbs and pepper”. The 

metaphoric mechanism (supression-addition of 

semes) can be presented as follows: 

1. the reader notices a violation of the discourse 

logic; 

2. the reader resorts to a reduction when looking 

for the third term (I) which is the bridge between 

the two above mentioned terms:  

 

D→(I)→A. 

           ashes→ (I) → crumbs and pepper 

 

The two different lexemes (D, A) have the 

following common sem: [blackness] + [matter] + 

[smallness] + [solid state]. Therefore, there is a 

(Sg+Sp)Σ conceptual metaphor. 

(I) is a generalization synecdoche of D (because it 

supresses some semes of “ashes” – [residue], 

[mineral] + [innutritious]- and by supressing 

semes, a generalization is obtained) and A is a 

synecdoche of I (because other semes are added to 

[culinary] + [hardness] in order to form the class 

of the semes of the term “crumbs and pepper”. 

[crumbs and pepper]: [blackness] + [matter] +  

[smallness] + [solid state] + [hardness] + 

[culinary] + [nourishing]. 

 

Sg is obtained by keeping the essential semes 

[blackness] + [matter] +  [smallness] + [solid 

state] 

Sp is obtained by adding other semes to 

[blackness] + [matter] +  [smallness] + [solid 

state], thus forming the class of the semes of the 

term “crumbs and pepper”: 

[blackness] + [matter] +  [smallness] + [solid 

state] + [hardness] + [culinary] + [nourishing]. 

 

It it to be noted here the manner in which the 

writer turns something useless, a residue 

(“ashes’’) into something nourishing, helping life: 

“crumbs and pepper”.  

 

(3) “Not humans, but shapes, moving about 

beneath the lead-coloured clouds” (Zusak, 2013, 

57). 

 

The metaphoric mehansim can be explained as 

follows: it is a metaphor in praesentia, obtained 

by the omission-addition operation. The writing 

degree zero is “contour”. The surprise element 

consists in replacing the noun “humans” with the 

noun “shapes”. The metaphoric mechanism 

(supression-addition of semes) can be presented as 

follows: 

1. the reader notices a violation of the discourse 

logic; 

2. the reader resorts to a reduction when looking 

for the third term (I) which is the bridge between 

the two above mentioned terms:  

 

D→(I)→A. 

           humans→ (I) → shapes 

 

The two different lexemes (D, A) have the 

following common seme: [contour]. Therefore, 

there is a (Sg+Sp)Σ conceptual metaphor. 

(I) is a generalization synecdoche of D (because it 

supresses some semes of “humans” – [animated], 

and by supressing semes, a generalization is 

obtained) and A is a synecdoche of I (because 

other semes are added to [contour] in order to 

form the class of the semes of the term “shapes’’. 

 

[humans]: [contour] + [animated] 

 

Sg is obtained by keeping the essential sems 

[contour]. 
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Sp is obtained by adding other semes to [contour], 

thus forming the class of the semes of the term 

“shapes”: 

[contour] + [inanimated]  

 

This metaphor is maybe one of the saddest of 

all. It points to the evil force of war that kills 

humanity. Nothing seems to matter is front of its 

destructing force which treats human beings as 

things that have to be removed. 

 

Conclusions 

 

At the end of such a brief presentation of 

Markus Zusak’s metaphors using both the classic 

stylistics and the novel cognitive stylistics, the 

question that arises is which one of the two 

approaches is the most appropriate to emphasize 

the unicity of Zusak’s metaphors describing war in 

general and the way it affects the life of people? 

Definitely, only a mixed stylistic analysis is able 

to get into the depth of Zusak’s poetic creativity. 

Only such an analysis can reveal the writer’s 

multiple layers of feeling and thought. In fact, the 

difficulty of such an attempt is a strong indicator 

of the absolute novelty and complexity of the 

metaphors.  

Zusak manages to render a world destroyed by 

war metaphorically. It is presented as a huge dying 

body by means of mostly personifying metaphors. 

The streets are like “broken arms” (Zusak, 2013, 

57), the destroyed airplanes have wings as “sawn-

off arms” (Zusak, 2013, 19), houses on the yellow 

stars road – “infected sores” (Zusak, 2013, 57), the 

other common German houses – “hunched 

houses” (Zusak, 2013, 49), the rooms of the 

houses are “filled with questions” (Zusak, 2013, 

38), the entire world is a “torn package” (Zusak, 

2013, 32) out of which people try to get out. 

Everywhere there are “bits and pieces of floating 

despair” (Zusak, 2013, 29) and “packets of souls” 

(Zusak, 2013, 22) on which “snowflakes of ash 

fell so lovely you were tempted to stretch out your  

 

 

 

 

tongue to catch them”. (Zusak, 2013, 23). The 

chromatic metaphors are used a lot to express the 

horrors of war. It has been identified a chromatics 

of war and one of sadness. The predominant 

colours for war are red and black, whereas grey 

and yellow are mostly used for sadness and 

despair: “The horizon was beginning to charcoal” 

(Zusak, 2013, 20), “the blackness above” (Zusak, 

2013, 20),  “lead-coloured clouds” (Zusak, 2013, 

57), “murky snow” (Zusak, 2013, 34), “greying 

light” (Zusak, 2013, 20), “grey, the colour of 

Europe” (Zusak, 2013, 34), “the yellow light alive 

with dust” (Zusak, 2013, 69).          

Zusak also resorts to antonymic structures that 

can be identified at the level of metaphos and not 

only there. For example, the metaphor in absentia 

“There were black crumbs and pepper, streaked 

amongst the redness” (Zusak, 2013, 22) sets a 

antonymic relation between the missing but 

inferred term “ashes”, which is a residue, and 

“black crumbs and pepper’’ which are nourishing. 

Another antonymic structure can be identified in 

“people hiding in the clouds” (Zusak, 2013, 23). 

Its antonymic character can be inferred only when 

taking into account the larger war context. Thus, 

people are up in the sky to pilot fighter planes and 

to destroy life not to be closer to God and to 

achieve their best possible variant. Maybe the 

most striking antonymic metaphor identified is the 

one referring to the yellow stars. Again, the 

discrepancy up-down: mean people succeed in 

“pulling down” the stars in the sky and turning 

them in anti-Semitic stigmas on the doors of the 

houses on the yellow stars road.   

And always and everywhere, the is a perfect 

correspondence between up and down, white and 

black, good and evil in the hope that light will 

triumph over darkness and humans will restore 

their humanity.    
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Abstract: The paper analyses Nadine Gordimer’s novel July’s People, Lauren Beukes’ novels Zoo City and 

Moxyland, and Neil Blomkamp’s film District 9 and how dystopias function as social and political critiques 

of contemporary South Africa. Since it is impossible for South African contemporary literature and 

cinematography to ignore the politics of the apartheid period, science fiction novels and films deal with the 

formation of new boundaries, the divisions of space and privilege and a reframing of past issues that have 

become part of South Africa’s transformation. Dystopian writings in South Africa are considered to have 

started in the 1990s, in the post-apartheid period. However, there are some novels published before 1990 

that can be included in this category, one example being Nadine Gordimer’s July’s People. Within the South 

African context, the contribution of dystopian fiction to the field of literary studies has not been fully 

acknowledged due to the long history of colonial and apartheid segregation. South African writers, critics, 

and film directors have drawn the public’s attention to politics and narrative representations of racial and 

ethnic discrimination, as the harsh discriminatory Apartheid period seemed to be dystopian reality to the 

rest of the world. 

Keywords: social and political critique, dystopia, political writing, science fiction literature and film, South 

Africa. 

 

Rezumat: Lucrarea analizează romanul Oamenii lui July, al scriitoarei Nadine Gordimer, romanele lui 

Lauren Beukes Zoo City și Moxyland și District 9, filmul regizorului Neil Blomkamp, distopii care se 

concentrează pe critica socială și politică a Africii de Sud contemporane. Întrucât este dificil pentru 

scriitorii și regizorii contemporani să se detașeze de politica perioadei apartheid, romanele și filmele 

științifico-fantastice se preocupă de formarea unor noi granițe, de diviziunile spațiului și privilegiilor și 

reîncadrarea problematicii unui trecut tumultuos, căci toate acestea au devenit parte din transformarea 

Africii de Sud. Se consideră că scrierile distopice în Africa de Sud au început în anii 1990, în perioada post-

apartheid. Cu toate acestea, există romane publicate înainte de 1990 care pot fi incluse în aceasta categorie, 

un exemplu fiind Oamenii lui July al scriitoarei Nadine Gordimer. În contextul sud-african, contribuția 

ficțiunii distopice la studiile literare nu a fost pe deplin recunoscută datorită istoriei îndelungate de 

segregare colonială și a politicii segregaționiste apartheid. Scriitorii, criticii și regizorii de film sud-africani 

au atras atenția publicului asupra politicii și reprezentărilor narative ale discriminării rasiale și etnice, 

deoarece perioada de apartheid în sine părea a fi o realitate distopică pentru restul lumii.  

Cuvinte-cheie: Africa de Sud, critică socială și politică, distopie, literatură și cinematografie științifico-

fantastică. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

South African literature attracted readers’ 

attention in 1991 when Nadine Gordimer won the 

Nobel Prize for literature and her novels that 

finally became available on a larger scale 

functioned as a critical presentation and analysis 

of the apartheid society. At that time, most South 

African fiction was realistic, as writers felt it was 

their social obligation to accurately depict the 

country’s tumultuous history and its people’s 

experiences. The beginning of the twenty-first 

century, marked by a democratic political system 

and the redistribution of power, was extremely 

fruitful for South African writers, as literature 

written in the eleven official languages (English, 

Afrikaans, Zulu and Xhosa being the main ones) 

started to be published extensively. The writer’s 

voice transitioned from being mainly a weapon 

against the divisions drawn by apartheid to being 

the means to convey the fact that there were 

numerous other issues to be brought to surface. 

After 1991, numerous other South African writers 

were awarded the Booker Prize and, in 2003, J. 

M. Coetzee won the Nobel Prize for literature, 

which proved that South Africa’s literary culture 

is “extraordinarily diverse in histories, voices and 

traditions” (Atwell, 2012, 7).  
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Due to the long history of colonial and 

apartheid segregation, South African writers and 

critics have considered that the politics and 

narrative representations of racial and ethnic 

discrimination is the message that needs to be sent 

to the rest of the world. However, in the 1990s, 

providing a substitute for apartheid themes and 

subject matters in post-apartheid South Africa was 

a large-scale undertaking. The literary topics 

preferred by the “old guard” – J. M. Coetzee, 

Nadine Gordimer, André Brink and Breyten 

Breytenbach – had to be replaced in the context of 

the new reality, although the connection to the 

past was impossible to ignore. Thus, topics such 

as the significance of multiculturalism in post-

Apartheid South Africa, the reconciliation with 

the violent past, the banalisation of violence due 

to mass-media coverage, the implications of 

economic and cultural globalization, the struggle 

against illness, HIV/AIDS, sexual liberation, 

globalization and loss of cultural and national 

identity, the status of the writer, displacement, 

economic exile and migration have replaced older 

major concerns represented by violence and 

discrimination on account of race, gender, or 

wealth, the relationship between literature and 

politics or the role of ethics in writing. In 2005, 

the South African critic Leon De Kock asked the 

question that all writers are afraid to answer: 

“Does South African Literature Still Exist?” In his 

essay “Does South African Literature Still Exist? 

Or: South African Literature is Dead, Long Live 

South African Literature,” Nadine Gordimer is 

presented as the perfect example of the writer who 

made a “remarkable move outwards, from closely 

observed turns” of South Africa’s social and 

historical aspects, manifesting interest in “how 

issues of national identity are traversed by the 

surges of global and transnational flows, means 

and potentialities” (De Kock, 2005, 76). 

Nowadays only a few South African writers 

are translated and read around the globe, apart 

from the mentioned white quartet: Brink, 

Breytenbach, Coetzee and Gordimer. The list 

includes Sir Henry Rider Haggard and Olive 

Schreiner and their nineteenth-century writings, 

Bessie Head, Alan Paton and Athol Fugard known 

for their anti-apartheid fight during the 1960s and 

1970s. The new generation of South African 

writers that has switched focus from the 

traditional apartheid topics includes the following 

writers with acquired international reputations: 

Ivan Vladislavić, Zoë Wicomb, Gillian Slovo, 

Lauren Beukes, Henrietta Rose-Innes, Zakes Mda, 

Njabulo Ndebele, Phaswane Mpe, Antje Krog, to 

name just a few. They have opened the path to the 

new South African writing, demonstrating that 

this country’s history and literature move forward 

from colonialism and apartheid, not ignoring them 

but integrating them in new genres and topics. 

Therefore, De Kock’s question has been answered 

multiple times: South African literature still exists 

and is able to redefine itself as “a collective 

history of the country’s many literatures” 

(Attwell, 2012, 10). In fact, this view of a 

multitude of literatures in South Africa has been 

widely debated by Michael Chapman in the 

1990s, who put forward the idea that South 

African literatures are part of Southern African 

literatures, and they should be considered 

together, since 

 
“in the literature of all the countries, there is 

the shared experience of colonialism in its 

abrasive, economic form attendant on strong, 

permanent settler populations. A consequence 

is the large theme of oppression and liberation 

with people in Zimbabwe, Angola, 

Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa 

having had to resort to bitter struggles against 

intransigent, white governments” (Chapman, 

2003, 9).   

 

Moreover, for South Africa, different 

languages and cultures account for South African 

literatures, because it is impossible to tell whose 

language, culture or story has “authority in South 

Africa when the end of apartheid has raised 

challenging questions as to what it is to be a South 

African” (Chapman, 2003, xiv). 
 

South African dystopian literature 

 

Dystopian writing in South Africa is seen as 

having started in the 1990s, in the post-apartheid 

period. However, there are a few novels published 

before 1990 that can be included in this category: 

Arthur Keppel-Jones’ 1947 novel When Smuts 

Goes, J. M. Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians 

and Nadine Gordimer’s 1981 novel July’s People. 

Although they have traditionally been analysed as 

allegories, the post-apartheid critique has been 

reading them as dystopias. Within the South 

African context, the contribution of dystopian 

fiction to the field of literary studies has not been 

fully acknowledged, due to the fact that it mainly 

started in the 1990s with the interest for science-

fiction literature. Contemporary South African 

writers use dystopian futures to remark on the 

country’s social and political setting during the 

political struggle of the twentieth century and 

again during the country’s subsequent transition 

to democracy in the early 1990s.  
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Arthur Keppel-Jones’s When Smuts Goes is an 

imagined the history of a time from 1952 to 2010, 

when fascist Afrikaner nationalism ran the 

country (the book was published in 1947, whereas 

apartheid began in 1948). Smuts was the Boer 

War General who served as Prime Minister of the 

Union of South Africa and disappeared in 1950. 

Keppler predicts the end of the United Party of 

Jan Smuts and the rise to power of the National 

Party, in a totalitarian fascist-style dictatorship. 

In the anti-apartheid struggle literature of the 

1980s, apocalyptic visions frequently represented 

the end of apartheid and the beginning of the new 

nation. Gordimer’s July’s People and Coetzee’s 

Waiting for the Barbarians are dystopias related 

to the time and history when they were written. 

July’s People is the story of a white family 

seeking shelter from an uprising that puts Black 

people in power. Ironically, they flee the city and 

are hosted by their Black servant in his native 

village. Waiting for the Barbarians tells the story 

of a Magistrate and his peaceful town that enters a 

state of emergency when a barbarian invasion is 

announced by the Empire. Although some so-

called barbarians are caught and tortured, the 

actual invasion never takes place. 

If the post-apartheid dystopian works are to 

serve the same purpose as the literature of the 

anti-apartheid fight, they must embody the 

optimism of critical dystopia, which is the 

acceptance that dystopias may be overturned.  

Contemporary dystopian fiction is mainly 

science-fictional, usually set in the future, with a 

positive ending, where society cannot subdue the 

individual who is in control of his own faith in the 

grim, dystopian world. The term used for African 

science fiction is Afro-futurism, as many critics 

argue that African SF should not model on 

patterns imported from the African diaspora, but 

on African life and myths that are to be found the 

country’s colonization and foundation. Some 

well-known South African science fiction writers 

include Lauren Beukes, Henrietta Rose-Innes, 

Masande Ngcali Ntshanga, Dave Freer and 

Imraan Coovadia 

In 2003, Moylan and Baccolini redefined 

Lyman Tower Sargent’s term of “critical 

dystopia” (1994, 9), introducing the concept of 

critical utopia:  

 
“A central concern in the critical utopia is the 

awareness of the limitations of the utopian 

tradition, so that these texts reject utopia as 

blueprint while preserving it as a dream. 

Furthermore, the novels dwell on the conflict 

between the originary world and the utopian 

society opposed to it so that the process of 

social change is more directly articulated. 

Finally, the novels focus on the continuing 

presence and imperfection within the utopian 

society itself and thus render more 

recognizable and dynamic alternatives” (2013, 

2). 

 

On the other hand, critical dystopias “maintain 

a utopian impulse” and “allow both readers and 

protagonists to hope by resisting closure” 

(Moylan, 2013, 7). They are characterized by an 

open ending and refuse to accept the fact that the 

individual is subjugated by the dystopian future: 

 
“the critical dystopia opens a space of 

contestation and opposition for those collective 

`ex-centric` subjects whose class, gender, race, 

sexuality, and other positions are not 

empowered by hegemonic rule” (Moylan, 

2013, 7). 

 

Taking the aforementioned into consideration, 

dystopian novels written in the apartheid period 

also include the anti-apartheid struggle. These 

novels contain the expectations created by critical 

dystopia, in order to prove that dystopia, as 

apartheid, can be undone, although its effects will 

last. Such is the case of Nadine Gordimer’s July’s 

People, the novel analysed in the first part of this 

study. The second part of the present study 

focuses on two dystopian post-apartheid novels 

(Lauren Beukes’ Zoo City and Moxyland) and on 

the film District 9, in order to point out how the 

new wave of South African writers makes the 

connection between the new issues and the 

troubled past. Although many dystopias are set in 

the future, there are notable dystopian works 

which do not utilize temporal distancing. Such an 

example is Gordimer’s July’s People, that 

describes a South African community which can 

be placed anywhere in the apartheid period, 

outside any setting familiar to the readers.  

 

Nadine Gordimer’s critical dystopia 

 

July’s People was published in 1981 and it 

explores the effects of the civil war on an ordinary 

white family, who is forced to take up the 

“refugee” status at their Black servant’s village. 

July’s People tells the tale of the white Smales 

family who flee their Johannesburg suburb and 

seek refuge in the rural area where their Black 

servant, whom they call July but whose real name 

is Mwawate, lives. The story is set during a Black 

uprising, a possible experience that was felt to be 

impending after the Soweto revolt. The imagined 

future of the impoverished village and of the 
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white family’s new social perspectives create a 

critical dystopia that is based on the South African 

reality of the 1980s. Gordimer was influenced in 

writing this novel by the events that started in 

Soweto in 1976. The riots in this South African 

town, which was built during apartheid to house 

African people who lived in an area designated 

for white settlement, were caused by the 

government’s decision to impose education in 

Afrikaans rather than English or one of the 

African languages. The riots then extended to all 

large towns in the country. There is an 

explanation for the riots in the novel, relating the 

strikes of 1980 not with industrial chaos but with 

people’s feelings and state of mind: the Black 

workers were “hungry, angry and workless” 

before and after the strikes. It is a continuous state 

and an endless situation related to other past riots 

and inevitable future ones: “since the pass-

burning of the Fifties, since Sharpeville, since 

Soweto ’76, since Elsie’s River 1980 it seemed 

that all was quietening down again” (Gordimer, 

1982, 8). 

The main characters in July’s People, Maureen 

and Bamford Smales, are too terrified to leave for 

another country because of the rumors that flights 

are targeted by various military and paramilitary 

elements without considering whether they are 

civilian planes or not. July, the Black servant, is 

travelling with the Smales and their three children 

to his village in order to offer them some 

protection from the civil war. 

Although Gordimer’s novels from the 

apartheid period were mostly set in the 

contemporary period when the novel was 

expected to be published, they were overtly 

oriented to the future revolutions. July’s People 

extends Gordimer’s rule, as it takes place amid the 

anticipated revolution. However, despite the 

ambiguously rendered revolution that is only 

described in the last chapter, Gordimer avoids 

picturing the revolution itself or the inevitable 

violence that would result from it. Nadine 

Gordimer expertly analyses marital and family 

relationships in challenging situations when the 

world, as the characters know it, collapses and the 

struggle for existence takes the place of life itself. 

Food and water are more important than 

children’s upbringing and the sexual relationship 

between the spouses is reduced to a single act 

triggered by the joy of having fresh meat instead 

of mealie-meal for dinner. Maureen’s character 

undergoes a number of changes as a result of the 

new environment, going from a responsible and 

caring mother to a refugee and, finally, to an 

independent survivor. As a refugee, she is aware 

that she has no influence over her environment 

and must learn to accept the new dystopian 

reality. The huts that form July’s village are a 

“dump” for her and, despite reality, her desire is 

to keep her children away from the “dump.” She 

wonders if they would remember their earlier 

education and would behave differently when 

they are returned to town as she watches them 

adopt the other children’s language and 

behaviour. The moment when her daughter comes 

with a baby on her back, imitating the African 

women, scares Maureen although there is no 

indication of racial discrimination. The white 

woman has always tolerated and tried to integrate 

“the other” in her world and she remembers 

having given July useless things as presents, and 

even allowing him to bring his mistress into his 

own room, provided by her. All these seemingly 

insignificant details were the reason behind July’s 

decision to allow the white family into the other 

world, as Maureen perceives it; nonetheless, it is 

her world, which she deemed to be superior, that 

is being gradually overrun by “the other.” 

The change of power that has taken place – the 

white society no longer being the master – is 

underlined by another episode when the younger 

white boy asks his parents to stop the other 

children from playing with and destroying his 

favourite toy. The parents cannot do anything but 

laugh and remember they cannot speak the 

“other” language. Thus, the powerful tool they 

had in the city – English – is no longer useful, as 

most villagers cannot speak either English or 

Afrikaans and they are not by any means 

interested in learning a new language. 

The fact that the Black community does not 

teach them their language or any useful survival 

techniques shows their refugee status, expected to 

leave the community at some point. July’s wife, 

for example, lets Maureen believe that the plants 

they are gathering at a certain moment are for 

eating although they are for thatching the roof. 

Their decision to come to July’s village is difficult 

to understand especially for July’s wife, who 

knows that “white people must have their own 

people somewhere. Aren’t they living everywhere 

in this world?” (Gordimer, 1982, 19). These are 

her thoughts translated for the reader by the 

narrator, because the two women, Maureen and 

July’s wife, speak different languages and they do 

not make the slightest effort to understand each 

other. The Black community does not change 

opinion when Bam Smales shoots down some 

hogs. Bam may have committed the act to win 

respect or because his natural hunting instincts 

came to the fore. In either case, all he 
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accomplishes is to provide his family with fresh 

meat, but he cannot integrate his family in the 

new community. 

Before joining the Black world and proving 

their helplessness in liminal situations, the white 

family had had a greater impact on the Black 

community. The hut dwellers realized that 

materials and technology might be taken away, 

leaving the whites, that is, the colonizers, in a 

similar position to the colonized. The difference is 

made by the community that controls technology 

(radios, guns, cars, etc.). For instance, the Smales 

are unable to do anything when Bam’s car and 

gun vanish; they can only point the finger at one 

another and hope that things would be returned 

and their position as leaders of the South African 

community would be restored.   

That is why, in the end of the novel, when 

Maureen hears the sound of a helicopter, she runs 

towards it not taking into account the fact that it 

might belong to opposite Black forces and that 

she could be killed – but thinking of technology as 

the powerful instrument which enables white 

people to be in control and to hold power.  The 

open ending of July’s People, in which Maureen 

runs away from July’s village towards a 

helicopter, not knowing “whether it holds saviours 

or murderers; and […] for whom” (1982, 158), 

might also be read as an optimistic view about 

escaping the newly created world order.  

Moylan and Baccolini argue that history plays 

an important role in the expectations created by in 

critical dystopian literature: 

 
“In the classical dystopia [...] the recovery of 

history is often accompanied by a nostalgia for 

the past – its authors apparently forgetting that 

it is from that very past that the dystopian 

future originates [...]. In critical dystopia, on 

the other hand, history is central and necessary 

for the development of resistance and the 

maintenance of hope, even when it is a 

dystopian history that is remembered” (Moylan 

2013, 116). 

 

Gordimer’s open ending can be understood as 

a projection of the critical dystopian world, where 

any experience has the potential to liberate the 

individual from the gloomy environment. 

 

District 9, Zoo City and Moxyland: Dystopian 

narratives of Johannesburg and Cape Town 

 

The film I have chosen to illustrate the 

dystopian Johannesburg was released in 2009 and 

was named after the divisions extant in some 

South African cities: District 9. The script was 

based on real-life events that took place in District 

Six, Cape Town, during the Apartheid era (1966), 

when the government declared this area as 

property of the whites only, and thus, started 

forced removals. By 1982, more than 60,000 

people had been relocated 25 kilometres away 

from their homes, which were destroyed in order 

to build a university and its campus, but 

eventually, most of the whites-only territory 

remained undeveloped land. The film is widely 

regarded as the first South African science fiction 

film. 

Director Neill Blomkamp introduces a 

quarantined neighbourhood, where aliens are 

hosted until the government decides that there are 

too many residents, and they have to be moved as 

the inner city must be kept clean. However, the 

movie is more than science fiction as it was 

filmed on location in the slums of Chiawelo, 

Soweto, and it uses fictional interviews, news 

footage, and videos from surveillance cameras in 

a documentary-style format. The themes of 

xenophobia and social segregation are at the 

centre of the script: the aliens, a kind of “prawns” 

as the officials name them, are confined to District 

9, a military camp set up by the South African 

government inside Johannesburg, a camp which 

immediately transforms into a slum. The 

authorities decide to transfer the rapidly 

procreating aliens to a detention facility outside of 

the city, named District 10. When the aliens are 

moved to another camp, South African security 

forces are attacked and killed.  

The movie takes place 28 years after the 

aliens’ first arrival, at a time when multinational 

companies unite in one large corporate business 

named Multi-National United (MNU), a private 

company that is conducting research on alien 

weaponry that cannot be handled by humans. 

MNU sends a white Afrikaner executive and their 

security forces to the alien camps, the task being 

to relocate 1.8 million aliens to District 10, a 

camp situated some 200 km from Johannesburg. 

After handling an alien device, the man begins 

changing into one of the aliens, by growing a 

“prawn arm,” a claw that enables him to handle 

alien weaponry. The Afrikaner is taken into 

custody and tests reveal that he is capable of 

operating alien technology since he now has alien 

DNA. Finally, the Afrikaner that slowly 

transforms into a prawn manages to escape the 

MNU and seeks refuge in District 9, where he 

meets an alien father and his son whom he helps 

get to the mother ship and take off to their planet. 

The alien father and son promise to return in three 
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years not only to help the millions in District 9 but 

also the Afrikaner who has taken their shape.  

Visuals of the dystopian landscape describe 

mine dumps, pollution, and overcrowding, which 

were tangible issues in Johannesburg in 2010. 

Repression, representation of the others and 

xenophobic violence are targeted in the film as the 

nature of South African crime is inextricably tied 

to the country’s political context:  

 
“when South Africa became democratic in 

1994, South Africans faced a decrease in 

political violence but an escalation in violent 

crime, which has led to South Africa’s 

reputation as the crime capital of the world” 

(Dovey, 2009, 50). 

 

A similar view of dystopian South African 

cities is offered by Lauren Beukes in the novels 

Moxyland and Zoo City. Lauren Beukes is one of 

the most representative science fiction writers 

from South African new generation, 

acknowledged with the Arthur C. Clarke Award 

in 2011 for Zoo City. With regard to the issues 

that primarily concern African writers, Lauren 

Beukes states that  

 
“race and gender are always going to be a big 

deal. There’s no such thing as a postracial 

society, because that would be to ignore all of 

history and how we got to where we are today. 

The history is important, the context is 

important, being different, and showing that 

difference is important. We can’t wipe the slate 

clean, but we can do better. We can write 

stories that better reflect the richness and 

diversity of the world” (Betancourt, 2015). 

 

Moxyland tells the story of a dystopian society 

governed by corporations and brands that have no 

respect for human life, where the main characters 

fight against discrimination and corruption. 

Kendra is a photographer who decides that her 

actions can make a difference if she is able to plug 

herself out of the art community that celebrates 

brands by avoiding the use of modern technology 

in her artwork. Moxyland is placed in a fictional 

Cape Town, governed by an oppressive and 

omnipresent government and by the mass-media. 

The city is haunted by numerous socio-economic, 

ecological and racial issues, and society is 

segregated based on various factors: health, race, 

and even possession of technological equipment 

such as telephones, SIM cards or computers. 

Individuals’ identity is held on a SIM card, 

without which Moxyland inhabitants are 

disconnected not only from any form of 

communication but also from any means of 

survival.  

By using online and virtual games, 

biotechnology and digital technology are taken to 

extremes to label and isolate characters from the 

realities of social segregation of the apartheid 

period. The characters are outsiders in case they 

do not own a phone and a SIM card, meaning they 

are disconnected. The online world is so crucial 

that living solely offline is equivalent to spending 

your entire life in prison. The characters’ 

behaviours and actions reveal their fear of 

disconnection. Nevertheless, people in this 

postcolonial city criticize the government and 

engage in a wide range of forms of insurrection. 

The fact that this dystopian society is controlled 

using technology shows what Nadine Gordimer 

anticipated in her critical dystopia: technology is 

the most important factor in controlling a 

community. Beukes (2008, 373) underlines the 

importance of her journalistic experience in 

writing the novel, as Gordimer used the Soweto 

uprising in July’s People: “surveillance society, 

bird flu, the threat of terrorism, virtual rape” but 

also “the legacy of apartheid: the arbitrary and 

artificially applied divides between people, the 

pass system.” As in Gordimer’s novel, 

segregation is not always connected to race but 

also to socioeconomic status: “I hate it when 

people fake being on the level, all global village-

ing when they’re the ones raking in fat salaries, 

and we’re the ones living hand-to mouth” 

(Beukes, 2008, 47). 

Thus, society is divided to such an extent that 

rebellion is impossible to avoid. It leads to “spates 

of outbreaks all over and crack-downs, just as bad 

as those bad old days when the police came 

storming in to quarantine and deport whole 

neighbourhoods” (Beukes 2008, 52). Although 

“the system’s egregious failings” (2008, 144) are 

identified by Beukes as belonging to a future 

dystopian community they can also be traced in 

present days South Africa with roots in the 

apartheid society. 

The novel employs techniques of the dystopian 

literature, that is cyberpunk and slipstream and 

“delineates a highly technological and 

materialistic alternative society which mirrors and 

intensifies the structural violence of the present” 

(Stobie, 2012, 367). It describes the outcomes of 

disconnection from the online environment and of 

the disintegration of a community due to the 

growing use of technology. It also has an open 

ending, as it is a critical dystopia. 

As far as cyberpunk is concerned, this feature 

offers the possibility of concerted, creative 
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responses to technology and its effects on human 

bodies, whereas slipstream “transcends the 

framework of realism in order to highlight and 

sardonically attack ethically indefensible issues 

naturalised in everyday life” (Stobie, 2012, 374). 

Beukes’ characters draw attention to salient issues 

such the large number of street children, illiteracy, 

AIDS, unequal access to services and the 

disparities between the rich and the poor. On the 

other hand, they also take advantage of 

technology that enables them to integrate in a 

community.  

The second dystopian novel by Lauren Beukes 

is Zoo City and it presents the alternate city of 

Johannesburg. The lawbreakers in this urban area 

are adorned with common animals representing 

the mark of criminals. Johannesburg is the 

zoological city that Beukes describes in her near-

future, urban fantasy. The animals attached to 

criminals are known as mashavi – the spirits of 

people whose descendants no longer remember 

their ancestors. Consequently, various 

“animalled” people inhabit the alternate 

Johannesburg, so that criminals bear the proof of 

their moral guilt when they acquire an animal 

which follows them everywhere while 

intensifying paranormal behaviour. 

Zoo City is the story of a young amaZulu 

woman, Zinzi December, who has acquired a 

sloth after she had accidentally killed her brother. 

The animal enables Zinzi to develop a special 

paranormal activity, that of finding lost objects or 

people, secret passages, storm drains or shortcuts 

to escape from difficult situations: “the tunnels are 

a scramble of pitch-black termite holes, some of 

them narrowing away to nothing […] the original 

gold diggings, maybe, when Johannesburg was 

still just a bunch of hairy prospectors scrabbling 

in the dirt” (Beukes 2010, 212-213). Zinzi 

December generates cyber scams pretending to be 

a refugee from central Africa or a child worker in 

a Coltan mine in order to beg for money. The 

sloth reflects personality characteristics, and acts 

both as a companion and as a “scarlet letter,” a 

social marker that differentiates Zinzi from the 

other residents of Johannesburg and places her in 

the urban ghetto named Zoo City. As in Moxyland 

and District 9, the “animalled” other is relocated 

and isolated from the other residents: “they’re so 

cloistered in suburbia that they don’t get to see 

zoos (Beukes, 2010, 18), they build “gated 

communities fortified like privatized citadels” 

(Beukes, 2010, 97). The suburbs are full of 

“colonial slumlords who would sit around 

divvying up diamond fields and deciding on the 

fate of empires” (Beukes, 2010, 42) and they 

refuse to see the Zoo until the moment they need 

desperate help. The “animalled” human that 

results after the arrival of the animal is called an 

“aposymbiote,” a postcolonial product that lives 

in the ghetto and bears the characteristics of a 

human being and of the spirits that created and 

brought the animal to life. It marks the return to 

nature and to the past in order to recover forgotten 

features and tradition: 

 
“Apos aren’t human. It’s right there in the 

name. Zoos. Animalled. Aposymbiots. 

Whatever PC term is flavour of the week. As 

in not human. As in short for ‘apocalypse’. 

This is part of the stealth war on good citizens 

disguised as apo rights. […] Hell’s Undertow. 

Destruction of the detestable. God is merciful, 

but only to actual, genuine, REAL LIFE 

human beings. Apos are criminals. They’re 

scum. They’re not even animals. They’re just 

things […]” (Beukes, 2010, 76). 

  

The dystopian city becomes a map of different 

identities, as there is a constant shift of power, 

related to the use of technology and artefacts. 

Virtual reality and the online environment provide 

all individuals with the opportunity not only to 

escape reality but also to assume a multitude of 

distinctive and peculiar identities. Marginalized 

communities become the centre and redefine the 

concept of otherness in a society governed by 

technology and addicted to social media. In this 

respect, Beukes’s writings present a multifaceted 

perspective on the development of urban spaces 

and on who the other is in contemporary South 

Africa. The offline world is replaced by the online 

virtual space, which creates new identities, new 

forms of the imaginary, and a relocation of the 

dystopian city in contemporary South African 

literature.  

District 9, Moxyland and Zoo City are critical 

dystopias as they have an open ending and allow 

the reader to maintain some hope, or “social 

dreaming”. They stimulate “the dreams and the 

nightmares that concern the ways in which groups 

of people arrange their lives and which usually 

envision a radically different society than the one 

in which the dreamers live” (Sargent, 1994, 3). 

Both novels and the film can be read either as 

apartheid allegories or as post-apartheid stories, as 

Cheryl Stobie remarks. The effects of the 

apartheid cannot be ignored, the slate cannot be 

wiped clean and, as a result, writers have to 

include the richness and diversity of all historical 

periods in South African literature to offer 

representations of humanity and self-sacrifice. 
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Conclusion 

 

South African science fiction is closely related 

to dystopian cities and to the apartheid period that 

continues to represent the source of inspiration for 

writers and film directors. Moreover, due to the 

fact that science fiction literature emerging from 

Africa avoids “the trap of stereotyping others as 

immiserated, faceless, primitive masses” (Byrne, 

2004, 525), writers neither romanticize nor ignore 

the past and present reality of racial and cultural 

differences.  

In this respect, the issue of racial and social 

segregation is connected both to the postcolonial 

human and to the dystopian city, district or rural 

area inhabited by ‘the other’.  

  
“Whether the human is to be renewed, even as 

humanism is discarded, must remain an open 

question in a postcolonial context: one which-

for better or worse-has often expressly 

articulated both the centrality of human 

experience and a variety of humanist concerns” 

(Huggan, 2010, 22). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Individualizing others and accepting diversity 

is a central topic in Nadine Gordimer’s July’s 

People and in Lauren Beukes’ writings as the 

politics of the apartheid period cannot be ignored. 

Lauren Beukes’ novels maintain a balance 

between the entertaining literary coordinate and 

some salient issues that are at the centre of South 

African literature: hostile environments, 

segregation, xenophobia, racial tensions, the 

impact of social media on contemporary society, 

and the multitude of identities promoted by social 

media. The online takes over the offline 

communities and creates new spaces of identity, 

which translates into new forms and formulations 

of the imaginary. 
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Abstract: The paper examines the use of historical fiction to educate Romanians from Transylvania in 

the context of the nation-building process, during the second half of the nineteenth century. We argue that 

besides historical facts, through historical fiction and a process of narrativizing the past, history was 

used as an important tool for educating people. Moreover, the patterns that were established in this 

period were very persistent until the Communist regime, and with some reminiscent until nowadays 

(visible for instance on the editorial market). Thus, we used the regressive method to argue our 

statement: that the patterns for teaching the past established during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, which involved a process of selecting certain personalities and certain events (considered 

relevant for creating the national consciousness), determined the articulation of a national version of the 

past. That national version was preserved, with few completions, until these days. Our study focuses on 

Transylvania during the second half of the nineteenth century as the leaders of the nation-building 

process, in the context of the politics of the Austro-Hungarian authorities, selected and promoted certain 

historical figures and events to educate the sense of belonging to the nation. The research also took into 

consideration gender-related aspects. Thus, we argue that in the same historical context, different 

versions of the past, in terms of events and key personalities, were ‘adapted’ to men and women 

according to their different roles played within the nation.  

Keywords: history, historical fiction, nationalism, national identity, Transylvania. 

 

Rezumat: Lucrarea analizează utilizarea ficțiunii istorice pentru educarea românilor din Transilvania în 

contextul procesului de construire a națiunii, în a doua jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea. Argumentăm că, 

pe lângă faptele istorice, prin intermediul ficțiunii istorice și al unui proces de narativizare a trecutului, 

istoria a fost folosită ca un instrument important pentru educarea oamenilor. Mai mult, modelele care au 

fost stabilite în această perioadă au fost foarte persistente până în timpul regimului comunist și cu unele 

reminiscențe până în zilele noastre (vizibile, de exemplu, pe piața editorială). Astfel, am folosit metoda 

regresivă pentru a argumenta afirmația noastră: că modelele de predare a trecutului stabilite în a doua 

jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea, care au implicat un proces de selectare a anumitor personalități și a 

anumitor evenimente (considerate relevante pentru crearea conștiinței naționale), au determinat 

articularea unei versiuni naționale a trecutului. Această versiune națională s-a păstrat, cu puține 

completări, până în zilele noastre. Studiul nostru se concentrează asupra Transilvaniei în a doua 

jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea, în condițiile în care liderii procesului de construire a națiunii, în 

contextul politicii autorităților austro-ungare, au selectat și promovat anumite personalități și evenimente 

istorice pentru a educa sentimentul de apartenență la națiune. Cercetarea a luat în considerare, de 

asemenea, aspecte legate de gen. Astfel, susținem că, în același context istoric, diferite versiuni ale 

trecutului, în ceea ce privește evenimentele și personalitățile cheie, au fost adaptate bărbaților și femeilor 

în funcție de rolurile diferite pe care le-au jucat în cadrul națiunii. 

Cuvinte-cheie: istorie, ficțiune istorică, nationalism, identitate națională, Transilvania. 

 

 

The problem 

 

In the 1980s, in a primary school, an out-of-

ordinary event excited the students from 4th 

grade. A photographer came to take some 

pictures in the school’s History Laboratory. 

Children (4-5) were carefully selected, and 

wearing their pioneer uniforms were taken to the 

laboratory. However, the photos could not be 

taken in a random manner. The teacher decided 
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which settings were the best to reflect the 

activities made in this “historical hub”. Kids 

were rather just a secondary element, only for 

figurative purposes. What mattered was the idea 

to be transmitted: that history is a valuable part 

of educating future Communist citizens. 

However, they couldn't be prouder of being 

chosen to be in those pictures. In one of them, 

they are pictured presumably reading the 

historical stories written by Dumitru Almaș one 

of the (if not the most) notable authors of 

historical fiction for kids with an extraordinary 

longevity proven by the fact that his stories are 

still published. One of these proud children was 

the author of the present study and that 

experience, still vivid, argues the present 

scientific paper as it generated the basic research 

questions: when did this educational-national 

value of history start? How and when was 

historical fiction introduced as a teaching tool 

for creating this sense of belonging to a certain 

national community? 

Thus, using the regressive method and 

considering our previous research focus on 

different aspects of the national identity-building 

process, we tried to understand and reveal the 

connection between historical fiction and the 

affirmation of a modern Romanian nation. We 

focussed on Transylvania as we considered that 

due to Romanians’ political status here, the past 

was used as a powerful tool for preserving the 

national identity. 

The study uses the excellent studies by 

Luminița-Mirela Murgescu and Cătălina 

Mihalache (Murgescu, 1999, Mihalache, 2012) 

as a framework for analysis. However, they both 

address the Romanian principalities and the 

kingdom and not the Transylvanian region. This 

gives another argument for the present approach 

which could offer a better view of the process 

that determined the affirmation of the modern 

Romanian nation. 

Our main hypothesis is that in Transylvania 

(Austro-Hungarian territories actually), nation-

building also included a process of educating 

Romanians, and in this context, history and the 

past were considered key instruments for 

transforming common people according to 

national imperatives. We argue that one of the 

ways of making the past “readable” was through 

fiction. Thus, adapting the past events to a more 

literary form, taking the shape of a saga praising 

the great deeds of men of arms was made for a 

moral-educational purpose. In the intellectuals’ 

view, history was meant to be a lesson for the 

present.   

We followed several research directions. 

First, we analysed the key arguments that made 

history a compulsory part of the process of 

national formation and the context in which such 

matters were addressed. Then, we focused on 

identifying the historical subjects that were 

fictionalised, the media of dissemination as well 

as the public targeted. Concerning the reading 

public, we argue that initially, most authors 

intended to educate adults. However, in the long 

run, their stories ended up being children’s 

stories.  

For the study, we examined the printed 

journals that circulated or were edited in 

Transylvania as well as school yearbooks and 

novels published during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. These historical records have 

been already examined in other papers and the 

value and richness of data referring to the 

national identity is extraordinary. Moreover, the 

press was one of the few means that writers used 

for publishing their works, as well; they are a 

good instrument for appreciating the impact 

these literary works had on the public. For 

instance, journals sometimes published reviews 

of these works or lists of recently published 

novels, they also approached such aspects as the 

importance of education and instruction, the 

school curricula, and subjects to be taught in 

schools.  

 

Conceptual apparatus: historical writing, 

historical fiction, narrativising history 

 

It is not an issue nowadays to differentiate 

between historical scientific writing and 

historical fiction. We learn that history is a 

science and that it has a well-delimited set of 

rules and methods to be applied by historians. 

However, as P. Veyne argued, at its basis, 

“history is a true novel” (Veyne, 1984, x). 

Historians are like novelists; they need a 

reasonable degree of imagination and talent to 

put into words their research-based findings and 

try to remain objective in their interpretations. 

But it was not always the same. There is a 

history of historical writing that dates the 

evolution from myth to scientific approaches. 

Moreover, the discussion is more complex and 

extended on how history is written, starting with 

Hayden White's works that generated a still-

existing debate on historical writing (Hayden, 

1985). 
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For the present study it is relevant how 

history was understood by the authors writing 

during the second half of the nineteenth century. 

In fact, the studied press articles are, from the 

point of view of approached themes, perfectly 

integrated into the main historical trends of the 

moment: romance, naturalism, and nationalism 

(Teodor, 2005, 111). Those involved and 

addressing this issue were not necessarily 

professional historians. They were all 

intellectuals, some priests, other teachers but 

what they had in common was their firm belief 

that only through education in a national sense, 

Romanians could become a significant part of 

the Empire and could avoid the nation’s 

disappearance. Therefore, in the journals the 

authors' effort to delimit and accentuate at the 

same time the importance of studying history 

since primary school dominates (Fodor, 2017, 

502). This determines the perspective as well as 

the way history should be taught, from a 

national perspective and in an accessible 

manner. The latter perspective determined a 

fictional approach, considered more appropriate 

to Romanians’ cultural level. Some of the terms, 

such as a historical novel, were used for the first 

time, others are more contemporary but reflect 

already existing practices such as “narrativizing 

the past”.  

According to the dictionary definition, 

historical fiction is the “genre of literature, film, 

etc., comprising narratives that take place in the 

past and are characterized chiefly by an 

imaginative reconstruction of historical events 

and personages” (dictionary.com). The records 

we analysed do not include such a term. 

However, we have another one that tests that in 

the historical context, there is an obvious 

difference between scholarly writings and 

literature. So, we have the term historical novel. 

By it, we understand a “type of novel that has as 

its setting a period of history and that attempts to 

convey the spirit, manners, and social conditions 

of a past age with realistic detail and fidelity 

(which is in some cases only apparent fidelity) 

to the historical fact” (Britannica, 2023). 

Considering the studied historical context, in 

historical fiction, we included other literary 

genres such as poetry or drama (theatre) as they 

both fictionalize the past. Moreover, these were 

more used by authors and considered more 

accessible to the public. Indeed, there is a debate 

in the period regarding the lack of novels that 

could contribute to the progress of “national 

literature” but could also educate the readers.   

We must also mention that even the 

“scientific” approaches tend to have a 

pronounced literary tendency. We called it “a 

narrativizing form of the past” in which we 

included those writings that, aiming to better 

communicate (events or experiences), used a 

more narrative form. This is a frequent practice 

during the nineteenth century when “histories, 

not only concentrate on major political figures 

and their motives, decisions, and personal 

weaknesses, but they additionally use invented 

dialogues, free indirect discourse, and 

sometimes even interior monologue, reshuffle 

the chronology for artistic effect and cast their 

narratives into recognizable generic modes of 

literary origin” (Fludernik, 1994, 81-82). 

Therefore, in the studied period, we have two 

versions of presenting the past: a fictional one, 

which could be included in the type of historical 

fiction as we know it today, and a narrativized 

version of the past which is based on historical 

sources, on dates and facts, but in a more literary 

form.  They were to an equal degree used by 

intellectuals of the time for educating the people 

in the national spirit.  

We also mention that even nowadays, for 

most people, both historical fiction and this 

narrativized versions of the past are the only 

history they enjoy or remember as it was 

included in a formal type of education. For 

instance, during the Communist regime in 

Romania, historical fiction short stories or 

poems were included in textbooks or on the so-

called list of compulsory or supplementary 

readings. And not in history classes, but in the 

reading/literature ones. That is until the fourth 

grade. Therefore, Romanian adults still 

remember the stories by D. Almaș or the lyrics 

with historical resonance by Mihai Eminescu. 

How strong were these readings and teachings? 

See for instance the contest organized in 2006 

by national television in which Romanians were 

asked to vote for the “great Romanians”. At the 

head of the list was Ștefan cel Mare (Stephen the 

Great), the Moldavian medieval ruler. However, 

he was among the most famous characters in the 

nineteenth century as well, both in the 

principalities and in Transylvania. Mirela-

Luminița Murgescu worked on the principalities 

and gave us a hierarchy that includes names that 

were still on the head of the list from 2006 

(Murgescu, 1999, 189, Mihalache, 2012, 35).  

Two names stand out: that of Ștefan cel Mare 

and Mihai Viteazul (Michael the Brave). As for 

Transylvania, as we shall see next, Ștefan cel 
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Mare is also head of the list, followed closely by 

Mihai Viteazul as well. From our point of view, 

the explanation for such longevity lies in the 

emergence of the modern nation and the 

intellectuals’ efforts to find role models, of past 

events that could inspire a sense of belonging to 

the nation.  

 

Historical Fiction and Nationalism in the 

Context of the National Movement from 

Transylvania 

 

The literature on the national movement and 

nation-building process in Transylvania is 

extensive (Maior 1986, Bocșan 1997, Mitu 

1997, Pop 1998, Hitchins 2000). We no longer 

address the issue in the present context. 

However, a key idea is to be expressed, that 

elites used all the means for educating 

Romanians. Moreover, all agree that this 

education should be “national”. What national 

education meant was “to raise the youth in 

respect to the ancestors’ sentiments and 

customs, cultivating their virtues and eliminating 

their vices” (Surdu, 1879, 484). In other words, 

to know and respect the past. This perspective 

summarizes the logic by which history gained 

one of the most important places among 

educational instruments. 

Besides schools, all other nonformal means 

(such as cultural associations, printed press, and 

public conferences) were used for giving the 

people a “correct”, moral, and militant version 

of the past. This meant a focus on proving the 

nationalism and patriotism of past heroes. Thus, 

teaching history was a must for the nation’s 

sake, even though this meant, at least from our 

point of view, being anachronic. Furthermore, 

what we call now historical fiction became a 

tool. Of course, it was not necessarily 

considered fiction, but rather an adapted, 

narrativized history more accessible to the 

common people. How important was it? At the 

level of the journals, there are frequent 

discussions on which past events, which 

characters, and how (under which literary form) 

should they be presented to children or the adult 

public. For instance, in Cărțile săteanului 

român, (The Books of the Romanian Peasants) a 

series edited for the peasants by intellectuals, 

one author argued that: “people that speak the 

same language, have the same customs, are a 

race, however, a better word would be ‘nation’” 

(Petrisoriu, 1876a, 34). What makes them a 

nation and not just a race? The consciousness of 

sharing a common past. So, in the intellectual’s 

view, only by knowing the past a nation could 

exist: “the person who does not know his 

nation’s past does not know his strength… only 

those can be brave … proud that know how their 

ancestors were” (Petrisoiru, 1876 b, 6). There 

are plenty of articles that promote these ideas. 

One of the most extensive belongs to George 

Simu (still in his youth, a young student who 

became one of the important figures of the 

Romanian national movement). He published in 

the same series, the article The Use of National 

History for the Romanian People. The author 

recommends that the past should be taught from 

books:  

 
“Our ancestors learned history on the 

battlefield, fighting like lions. We must learn 

it from the books (…), and during the long 

winter nights include, besides fairy tales and 

ballads, (…) an interesting and heroic episode 

from the ancient history of Rome (…) Tell 

the peasants that they are the descendants of 

those brave men (…)” (Simu, 1882, 93). 

 

So, there is also a debate on the forms to be 

used for teaching the past. This leads us to 

historical fiction as well as to the narrativized 

version of the past previously mentioned. G. 

Simu is just one of the authors who discusses the 

forms under which the past should be taught. He 

refers to stories and does not use the word 

novels. However, other authors are more explicit 

on the subject, and when they refer to it, the 

genre is considered the best for teaching the 

past. In a report by the secretary of ASTRA, 

which is the Association for Promoting 

Romanian Literature and Culture, the author 

presented the situation of literary production 

from 1897 to 1898. C. Diaconovich mentions 

also “historical literature” (which also includes 

historical fiction according to the titles in the 

list) as being “the second of the two literary 

genres which best reflect the national 

individuality as opposed to the “light kind of 

literature” (the romance type was highly 

criticized in the period, also because it was 

foreign)” (Diaconovich, 1898, 117). Although 

novels were in limited number, journalists 

recognize their moral-pedagogical value:  

 
“not only to relax the reader but also to 

instruct him (...) to influence his character, to 

give him ideas that ennoble national feelings 

and strengthen the national virtue and the 

national feelings and give the impulse to 
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great patriotic deeds, these are, (…), some of 

the main conditions for a good, original 

Romanian novel” (Alessi, 1880, 379). 

 

Indeed, more than any other cultural form, 

the historical novel worked as a mass medium 

that helped to convert ideas of national history 

with which individuals could empathize 

(Rigney, 2023). However, things were different 

in the Romanian territories where the rate of 

illiteracy was great and reading novels was not 

an option. We can argue the statement with the 

literary forms in Cărțile sateanului român, (The 

Books of the Romanian Peasants) series. One of 

the issues includes a story within the story 

variant of ancient Romanian history in which the 

priest tells the peasants the national history and 

asks them to spread it to the other inhabitants of 

the village. It is a sort of narrativizing history in 

terms of conflict, periods of drama, and ongoing 

tensions (Rigney, 2023). Indeed, this view is 

rather idealized, and almost impossible to put 

into practice. However, it is important in terms 

of perspectives intellectuals had on the means 

for educating the common people:  

 
“What a lovely sight will be to see, during the 

long, winter nights, the peasants gathered all 

together in one of the school’s classrooms 

listening to the priest or the teacher reading 

and explaining them a chapter from a text 

dedicated especially to them” (Bârseanu, 

1887, 321).  

 

The narrativizing version, focused on heroic 

deeds was considered more appropriate also by 

resemblance with myths. And myths were the 

first form through which one could discover and 

learn history:  

 
“The history begins with a myth, with a 

myth, should the study of history begin (…) 

the mythical world is the gate through which 

the pupils will enter history (…) it will 

cultivate the pleasure and love for learning 

history” (S.n., 1878, 28). 

 

Therefore, confronted with a world based on 

orality, intellectuals promoted and preferred 

such literary forms. Poems and ballads were 

considered as being closer to folklore, so highly 

efficient in educational terms. “The poets had 

the greatest influence in the development of the 

national culture (…) they are asked now to give 

to the Romanian people a real national 

education” (Alessi, 1880, 380). And for doing 

so, the past had to become a source of 

inspiration. Moreover, some used the form of 

legends, writing similar historical ones. 

In what the issue of theatre is concerned, 

things are more complicated in the sense that 

intellectuals considered that Romanian literature 

lacks this literary genre. Therefore, in the plea 

for a national theatre, one of the leitmotifs was 

that the theatre could be a valuable instrument 

for giving Romanians that sense of belonging to 

the nation. Note the fact that many of these 

articles were public speeches held at the 

reunions of cultural associations or school 

festivities. This information is important in 

terms of accessibility and the dimension and 

interest in the subject. One of these types of 

speech articles was published in Familia. The 

title stands for itself: “Do theatre, Romanians!” 

The discourse is oriented towards arguing the 

educational dimension of the plays:  

 
“The theatre is the monument dedicated to 

the old glories of the past. Do theatre, 

Romanians and you will see emerging from 

the dark past, the shadows of our ancestors, 

talking to you about glory and resurrection” 

(Trăilă, 1874, 437). 

 

The debate over the necessity of educating 

the people in a national spirit, and the forms and 

instruments it had to be done with, contributed 

to the articulation of a historical pantheon in 

Transylvania very much like the one in the 

principalities and the kingdom (Fodor, 2023, 

Murgescu, 1999, 189). Either in scientific-

narrativized historical articles or in fictionalized 

versions (predominantly present, we argue, in 

the printed media), the authors considered that 

through history the people will see that “our 

nation (…) in all times (…) had great men who, 

by their talents, their genius and heroic deeds 

contributed to the glory, the prosperity, the 

posterity and defence of our homeland” (Rusu, 

1869, 208). We could talk about a real process 

of mythologization concentrated, as Cătălina 

Mihalache argues, on three main categories of 

historical narratives: the hero, the event, and the 

historical period (Mihalache, 2012, 29). For the 

Transylvanian region, it is not only the 

mythologization, but also a process of 

nationalization of past events and characters, 

predominantly medieval. By nationalization we 

refer to the fact that past events and traits of 

characters were seen from a national perspective 

so that such notions as sacrifice for the nation, 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

786 

 

patriotism, and national loyalty of a good 

Romanian were transplanted into medieval 

periods. Likewise, fictionalised or just 

narrativized versions are all given as examples 

to be followed by those living in the difficult 

times of the dualist regime.  

Moreover, some of these characters will 

carry the “national burden” until nowadays, they 

are still considered “great Romanians” and not 

medieval rulers bonded and preoccupied with 

other issues, not national – in the modern sense 

of the word– at all. We argue that this has a lot 

to do with the choice of intellectuals to use 

narrativized and fictionalized versions of the 

past. It had tremendous success despite the 

political regimes as it is still visible in Romanian 

society indeed, in a version suited more for 

children. If we look at the book offer nowadays, 

one can notice that such authors as D. Almaș 

and D. Bolintineanu are still published and that 

we still have short stories about legendary 

figures of medieval rulers: Ștefan cel Mare and 

Mihai Viteazul.  

During the Communist regime, in children’s 

textbooks or novels, Bolintineanu was also 

among the favourite authors, indeed no one 

surpassed D. Almaș and his heroic legends in 

three volumes. Why did they resist? Because in 

both history and historical fiction, the characters 

that we remember are those who kicked against 

the walls of their societies (Brown, 1998, 1). We 

consider that this was a basic criterion of 

selection from the nineteenth century onwards. 

Only rulers with extraordinary attributes and 

deeds were selected and went through a process 

of adaption to the new political, and national 

context. Sometimes, in exceptional cases, as it is 

the case of Mihai Viteazul, facts could be easily 

turned into examples of good nationalistic 

behaviour. Therefore, we ended up having past 

figures with modern, present attributes as well as 

long-lasting authors. 

 

Past figures – present/national attributes – 

long-lasting authors 

 

For the Romanian society, this process of 

selection was made during the nineteenth 

century. Luminița-Mirela Murgescu, as 

previously mentioned, made a list of the famous 

historical characters who entered the historical 

pantheon. The list was based on the textbooks 

that were published in extra-Carpathian 

Romanian society (Murgescu, 1999, 189). The 

first on the list is Mihai Viteazul, followed by 

Ștefan cel Mare, Matei Basarab/Vasile Lupu, 

Traian, Constantin Brâncoveanu, Vlad Țepeș, 

Petru Rareș, Mircea cel Bătrân, Decebal, 

Alexandru cel Bun, Bogdan III, Ioan Vodă cel 

Cumplit, Iancu de Hunedoara, Tudor 

Vladimirescu, Radu cel Mare, Neagoe Basarab, 

Radu-Negru Basarab, Alexandru Ioan Cuza and 

Carol I (Murgescu, 1999, 189). If we were to 

make a list for Transylvania, the top would just 

slightly be different. Our list is based on the 

titles that appear in some school yearbooks, and 

school library inventories. However, as the 

situation of the educational system did not 

permit a so-called national approach in the 

curriculum we completed the information with 

those from the materials and debates in the 

journals. On a hierarchical list the first place is 

held also by works dedicated to Ștefan cel Mare, 

followed closely by Mihai Viteazul, then we 

have such figures as those of Vlad Tepes, Iancu 

de Hunedoara or Neagoe Basarab as well as 

modern ones as Tudor Vladimirescu, for 

instance. Of course, the list has a feminine 

equivalent that we will also discuss in the 

following pages (Fodor, 2022).  

Why these characters? Because they were 

referential to a certain extent for the national 

emancipation movement. They were medieval 

leaders who fought for defending their country 

and people. They fought and resisted against 

enemies:  

 
“The strength in hard times and the courage 

to fight, the pride when facing the foreigners 

and the hate against the enemies is what 

inspires us the memory of Mircea and 

Dragoș, of the Stephen the Great and Mihai 

the Brave, of the Basarabs and Corvins and of 

the nation’s heroes Horea, Cloșca and many 

others who lost their lives in battles for the 

fame of Romanians, they are the shining stars 

of Romanity” (S.n., 1879, 4).  

 

Therefore, they were selected for their 

tremendous potential of becoming mythological 

characters. Some did so. The process was 

favoured by the existence of popular traditions 

and legends, some with a long-recognized 

reputation as well. Such is the case of O samă de 

cuvinte by Ion Neculce. We identified 

authors/journalists who used these short stories 

as bibliographical references. Bolintineanu, for 

instance, is said to have been inspired by one of 

Neculce's stories, the episode with Stephen the 

Great and his mother as well as the one with 

monk Daniil (Hodoș, 1893, 92). The episode 
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turned into perhaps one of the most famous 

legends about the life of the medieval ruler. 

Perhaps, O samă de cuvinte is to be considered 

the first book in the genre of historical fiction. 

There are 42 legends, which the author does not 

state as being true, but lets the reader decide. 

Other legendary episodes will be inspiration 

sources. And for Transylvania, what is also 

published in the other Romanian territories 

becomes referential. And of all the authors, one 

name stands out: Dimitrie Bolintineanu. In fact, 

Bolintineanu himself became a legendary figure 

due to his tragic end; another episode became 

legendary when he had to sell his library due to 

financial needs. The precarity of his condition 

and his tragic death were greatly debated in 

Transylvanian journals. His works seem to have 

influenced the most historical and nationalistic 

version of the past. His works were rediscovered 

by the communist regime, either through 

inclusion in the school textbooks or as 

independent editions of his Historical Legends.  

Moreover, considering that his works are still 

published nowadays remains strong evidence of 

the success they had, and in the long run, we can 

understand the almost general/common 

representation of these heroes in the collective 

mentality, not so much a scientific version but 

rather a legendary-fictionalized and 

mythologized one. In a nineteenth-century 

edition of A History of Romanian Literature, by 

Enea Hodoș, from 1893, his name is already 

mentioned (Hodoș, 1893). He is famous for his 

historical legends through which “Bolintineanu 

knew how to increase the love for the country 

and the hope for a better future” (Hodoș, 1893, 

91). Therefore, he became a successful writer 

during his lifetime entering the school’s 

compulsory reading lists and in printed media as 

well. In some of the library lists from a 

gymnasium from Brașov, we learn that some of 

Bolintineanu’s historical legends were bought 

during 1883-1884 and that they were recited and 

debated in classes (Anuar, 1883, 1891, 1895). 

As previously mentioned, his works were 

frequently published in Romanian journals 

published or read in Transylvania. Moreover, his 

works were cited by others, even in non-fictional 

historical articles (see for instance: Densușianu, 

1872, 347-348; Macedonski, 1874, 559, etc.). 

According to the list published in his 

obituary from Românul and reprinted in 

Transilvania these were his history inspired 

works and they are relevant as being a 

significant contribution to the articulation of the 

national pantheon of historical figures: The 

Battles of the Romanians, The Life of Mihai 

Viteazul, The Life of Ștefan cel Mare, The Life of 

Vlad Țepeș, The Life of Matei Basarab, Mihai 

Viteazul sentenced to death - drama; Ștefan 

George - historical drama, Ștefanul Bărbat - 

drama, Lăpușneanu, and After the battle of 

Călugăreni, two dramas, Traianida, national 

epic, The wars of Trajan in Dacia and the 

Roman Colonization of Dacia, The Greatest, 

Most Glorious Era of the Birth of the Romanian 

Nation; The Magnification and Death of Mihai 

Viteazul; Brâncoveanu and the Catacuzino 

families, Mihnea Punishing his Boyars; Despot - 

the Heretic, the Postelnic Constantin 

Cantacuzino; Sorin from Mircea's Time, drama, 

Romania's Complaints, Cleopatra, Queen of 

Egypt, Life of Trajan the Emperor, Indifference 

to Homeland, Law, and Religion, etc. (Românul, 

1872, Transylvania, 1886, Pop-Retegan, 1886, 

177-184).  

As previously argued, some of these 

compositions were still present in the school 

textbooks from the Communist period as literary 

readings, and up to a certain point, they had the 

same purpose as in the nineteenth century, that 

of empowering, of nurturing the sense of pride 

for the people's past and greatness. Based on the 

researched journals, we can provide a list of 

Bolintineanu’s most published works. It is 

useful in appreciating the great formative impact 

it had on the readers as well as for proving the 

importance historical fiction had in this period. 

We examined three types of records and we 

selected them according to the subject and 

public targeted by the editors. So, we have 

Familia, which aims also at the female public, 

Școala Română, which is a pedagogical journal 

and Cărțile Săteanului, dedicated to the 

common, mostly peasants, social category and 

Transilvania, the official journal of ASTRA. We 

examined them for approximately a decade. The 

one that published most of Bolintineanu’s works 

is Familia, whereas the others published more 

biographical articles about him. They also 

include other historical articles in which 

Bolintineanu is cited in the bibliography. 

Among the published works are: Queen Chiajna 

(Familia, no. 38, 1868); Priest Stoica (Familia, 

no.43 1868); Radu de la Afumati (Familia, no. 2, 

1869); Wife of Neagoe Basarab (Familia, no. 

34, 1869); Stephen the Great’s Mother (Familia, 

no. 6, 1872); Ieremia Movila’s wife going to war 

(Familia, no. 31, 1874); Stephen the Great and 

Lady Voichița (Familia no. 44, 1874). 
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All the characters are from the medieval 

period, and the perspective on the events is a 

national one. They fight for the country; they do 

not accept being ruled/conquered by the Turks 

(which permitted an allusion to what Romanians 

should do against enemies). For instance, in the 

poem about Radu de la Afumati, the episode is 

about his refusal to surrender to the Turks, in the 

king’s view “Romanians would rather die 

fighting than to become slaves” (Bolintineanu, 

1869, 15). Perhaps, another reason for this 

selection of works lies in the fact that he used 

poetry for his historical legends, highly 

appreciated, and considered adequate for the 

common people. Moreover, Bolintineanu 

succeeded in giving medieval heroes a national 

dimension, highly appreciated by Romanian 

intellectuals involved in the national movement. 

This is how his contemporaries tend to 

understand his works. D. Bolintineanu is 

characterized as “the nation’s storyteller” (S.n., 

1865, 17) with a direct reference to the historical 

poems:  

 
“his poems were the most sincere result of his 

unconditioned love for his nation, his 

country, and liberty, precisely his historical 

legends are incomparable through their 

absolute beauty (…) in all his poems (…) he 

knew how to preserve the national identity 

(…) liberty, mother tongue, nation, and 

independence were praised in his poems, the 

warrior virtues of his ancestors to fight 

against the oppressor were the hopes he 

expressed through his poems” (Pop-Retegan, 

1886, 177-184).  

 

The last paragraph demonstrates the national 

significance attributed to his works as well as 

the formative value given to this type of 

historical fiction. In an article from 1870, an 

author even mentioned that his writings had a 

positive impact on the Romanian public, 

especially those works with a historical subject 

as “they have the great merit of making the 

youth interested in studying history” (S.n., 1870, 

121). Moreover, as previously argued, he will be 

used as a bibliographical reference, included in 

other literary or even scientific works. So, we 

could argue that Bolintineanu also inspired other 

authors to write about the past similarly. Such a 

case, which also is a good example of a 

narrativized version of the past, is I. Encescu’s 

series of historical biographies in which, from 

the very beginning the author mentions that his 

article is based on V. A. Urechia, A. T. Laurian, 

and D. Bolintineanu. If the first two can be 

included in the list of professional historians, 

Bolintineanu is a writer. However, certain 

episodes from his historical legends are 

intertwined with scientific facts (Encescu, 1876, 

170). 

 

Other authors, the same legendary, 

fictionalised version of the past with an 

educative-national purpose 

 

The same historical characters as well as the 

same episodes used by Bolintineanu tend to be 

approached by other authors, too. Indeed, what 

differentiates them from Bolintineanu is the 

national lens through which they tend to read 

past events. Bolintineanu has it also, however, in 

the case of the journalists-authors for Romanians 

in Transylvania, this nationalization of the past 

is more pronounced. So is the tendency to use 

the past with a moral-educational value. See for 

instance V. R. Buticescu’s historical short story 

titled: Geniul lui Ștefan cel Mare (Stephen the 

Great’s Genius) in which the prince of Moldavia 

was characterised in national terms: “he cared 

for the country’s happiness and the national 

progress” (Buticescu, 1866, 4). G. Simu also 

wrote about Stephen the Great, an article where 

fiction and historical truth merge in an original-

nationalized version adapted for the common 

people. He writes about some of the battles 

fought by the Moldavian ruler and Mihai 

Viteazul, “two of the shining stars that arose on 

the dark sky of the Romanians when they were 

most needed” (Simu, 1883, 58). Stephen the 

Great is still the embodiment of the perfect 

Romanian: “Three and half centuries from his 

death, Stephen the Great is still the idol of our 

people. He is the embodiment of patriotism, 

bravery, justice, kindness, all the qualities of a 

great prince” (Simu, 1883, 59). Stephen the 

Great and Michael the Brave sometimes are 

characters in the same work, sharing the same 

national values. For instance, in a poem by Iosif 

Vulcan, the medieval leaders appear among the 

“nation’s geniuses”: talking about Stephen the 

Great “the nation called him ‘the Great’ in 

veneration and respect” whereas Mihai Viteazul 

“was a ray of light in a longest darkest night” 

(Vulcan, 1868, 407-409). The list could be 

completed with other works, the titles are 

sufficient to understand the purpose of these 

writings: G. Bucsia, Umbra lui Mihai eroul (The 

Shadow of Michael, the Hero) (Bucsia, 1870, 

111); V. Budescu, Mihai eroul in Turcia 
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(Michael, the Hero in Turkey) (Budescu, 1870, 

326), S. Fl. Marian, Ștefan cel Mare și Sihastrul 

-după tradiție populară (Stephen the Great and 

the Monk, presented as a folk tradition) (Marian, 

1877, 189).  

The examples above prove that likewise 

Bolintineanu, and sometimes copying his style, 

these types of fictionalized and narrativized 

versions of the past were considered by many 

Romanian scholars as being appropriate for 

educating national identity in common people. 

Moreover, when it comes to testing the nations’ 

genius the best way to do so is by revealing acts 

of bravery and courage of the glorious ancestors.  

Sometimes, though the subject needs further 

approach, historical drama can turn into an 

instrument of nationalistic controversies. For 

instance, we encountered in the press a 

vehement reaction to a Hungarian playwright 

having as the main character Avram Iancu. From 

the article, we understand that the incident 

happened in Alba Iulia. What angered I. V. 

Barcianu, who wrote the theatre chronicle, was 

the subjective and denigrating version in which 

the Romanians were presented. From his point 

of view, “the Hungarians were acting like 

innocent victims” whereas “Avram Iancu’s (the 

actors wore Romanian national garments) 

tribunes were presented as cruel and thirsty for 

Hungarian blood, Iancu himself being presented 

as a drunkard” (Barcianu, 1874, 318). The 

episode was understood as an outrageous 

example of falsification of the historical truth 

and as a means for amplifying the hatred and 

wish for revenge on the Romanians, “a true act 

of humiliating the Romanian nation” (Barcianu, 

1874, 318). The article is also relevant for the 

perspectives on historical fiction. It stresses the 

educational value of the drama, in this case, 

however, it should respect the “truth.” 

Therefore, the past must be censored and 

adapted to the community’s needs, we 

understand in the context, the national ones: 

“Drama must be the divine school in which we 

should learn, work and aspire to what is noble, 

sublime (…) and to avoid what is ridiculous, 

harmful and degrading” (Barcianu, 1874, 319). 

One such contextual adaptation was the gender 

one: the past is different for men and women, 

reflecting their different roles in the national 

project. 

 

A different, gender-determined version of the 

past (Fodor, 2022)1 

 

Both in Bolintineanu’s writings as well as in 

other authors’ writings there is an obvious 

tendency to present a different version of history 

for men and women. It is a process of selecting 

certain female characters and historical events 

for the women.  We argue that this choice is a 

consequence of the national discourse which 

also delimited the role women were supposed to 

have in the national community. Sometimes, 

there are episodes in more general works on 

certain male personalities that are addressed to 

women. The criterion of selection is the same as 

in the men's case: historical figures who could 

be turned into good behavioural models for 

future wives and mothers of Romanians. 

Therefore, these female historical characters are 

either wives or mothers of male heroes. So, the 

female pantheon mirrors the masculine one. It is 

as if great men contaminated their wives or 

mothers with similar, extraordinary, however, 

gender-adapted attributes. And this is considered 

as taken as a fact, in the sense that great men can 

be born only from good mothers: “It is known 

that all the great men of the world had heroic 

and sublime mothers” (Trifu, 1877, 233).  

For instance, for Ștefan cel Mare we have his 

mother, for Neagoe Basarab his wife, for Mihai 

Viteazul his wife and mother. Therefore, the 

male hierarchy which tops Ștefan cel Mare in 

the male pantheon is respected in the female 

one, as well. No one could equate his mother 

and the proverbial words and acts attributed to 

her:  

 
“On a dark old mountain, in an ancient keep/ 

Where a brook flows rushing in the valley 

deep/ The young princess, sighing, weeping 

in her splendour/ Sweet and oh-so-precious, 

like a flower, tender/Because in the battle, her 

beloved prince/ Went to lead his army, and he 

vanished since…./ Who’s knocking at the 

gate, wanting to come through?/ “It is I, dear 

mother, your beloved son;/ Coming from the 

battle wounded and undone./ Our fate was 

harsh and cruel, merciless this time:/ And my 

little army’s shattered, in the grime./ Open 

now the gate; the Turks are on my tail…/ 

                                                           
1  We examined this subject in another scientific 

paper however, it is relevant in this context as we 

need to understand that different versions of 

approaching/teaching the past for national reasons 

were also gender determined.  
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And the wind is chilly and my wounds are 

vile!”…/ “Who are you, o stranger? Stephen 

is away;/ His strong arm is hurling his rivals 

to dismay./ Surely I’m his mother, and he is 

my son;/ But I'm not your mother if you are 

this one!/ Still if God in Heaven - wishing me 

to mourn/ And my days be saddened and my 

years so torn –/ Had your soul, so noble, in 

this manner changed,/ If indeed you’re 

Stephen and are thus deranged,/ Know that 

without triumph and the foes repressing - / 

Here you cannot enter; not without my 

blessing./ Go back to your army! For your 

lands to die/ And your tomb be crowned with 

flowers to the sky!” (Ionița, 2019).  

 

In the researched records, the episode is one 

of the most frequent ones, as most defining for 

ideal Romanian men and women, him fighting 

for the country and her, either mother or wife, 

being his most faithful companion and the 

source of bravery and courage (Pop, 1870, 85, 

S.n., 1876, 196).  

Note that, in the Romanian, public, collective 

memory, the episode is still much alive. We still 

have Bolintineanu’s version in recent printed 

editions. In the list, the wives of Neagoe Basarab 

and Mihai Viteazul follow. The former, for her 

decision to sell the most precious jewellery so 

that his husband could finish his monastery 

without imposing more taxes on the people, the 

latter for stoic endurance and effort to temper 

her husband’s conquering enthusiasm.  

There are also a few exceptions to this 

pattern of women that either are opposed in 

character to their husbands’ or acted out of their 

gender limits, female personalities who stand 

alone and are considered models through their 

exceptionality. Their acts are, of course, seen 

through a national lens and presented in a 

legendary, fictionalized manner as well. These 

are the cases of Chiajna, Mircea Ciobanu’s wife, 

or Elisabeta Movilă, the widow of Ieremia 

Movilă. Both cases are out of the ordinary. The 

former is a good, strong example of how fiction 

surpasses historical truth. Chiajna, which all 

Romanians know even today is famous not 

because of medieval chronicles but due to Al. 

Odobescu's historical fiction. It will also be 

published in journals from Transylvania during 

the second half of the nineteenth century. It is 

not so much content that interests us here, but 

rather the arguments of the editors for including 

it in one of the Familia’s issues. That is the 

educational value this type of work can have 

(Odobescu, 1875, 348).  

The latter is particularly interesting from the 

perspective of her so-called historical destiny. If 

the Moldavian chronicler, Miron Costin rather 

criticizes her for her deeds (Costin, 1984, 26), in 

the nineteenth century, in the context of the 

national-building process, she becomes one of 

the females to inspire women. Once again 

Bolintineanu is the author who presented 

Elizabeta Movilă in a positive manner, and 

Transylvanian journals published the story, of 

course. It is about her courage in fighting against 

her brother-in-law and the imagined episode that 

even the sultan refused to give him his crown 

back as he was defeated by a woman 

(Bolintineanu, 1874, 362). 

Such works led to the emergence of the 

Romanian pantheon of female historical figures, 

made by men for women (Fodor, 2022). It is a 

nationalized version of it. Of course, we are also 

interested in appreciating if this pantheon was 

accepted and perceived as such by women. It is 

rather difficult to estimate this aspect. However, 

we refer mainly to the women belonging to the 

middle class that assumed this pantheon, as they 

went to schools and had access to this 

information through journals. For instance, 

Familia is one of the journals which had female 

public among its readers, a fact proven by the 

subscription lists published in certain issues. 

Moreover, there are special articles dedicated to 

them. And they reacted in consequence. For 

instance, they even sponsored a literary contest. 

“The Award of Romanian Women” encouraged 

Romanian women to contribute financially to a 

fund for awarding Romanian writers in the form 

of a contest. And they did so, money was raised, 

and the context was organized (Familia, 1873, 

68). The contest interests us from another point 

of view, as the authors interested in participating 

were invited to send manuscripts with subjects 

inspired by “national history or the life of 

Romanian people” (Familia, 1873, 68). This is 

an important argument for the importance of 

history in the context of the national-building 

process.  

We have also other arguments that prove that 

women assumed this national pantheon specially 

designed for them. Although women seldom 

write and when they do, they rather work with 

translations or write poetry, we have a few 

women that wrote a sort of historical fiction. 

Sometimes history is just a context offering the 

setting for romance, as in the case of Elena 

Densușianu’s story, “after a folk tradition”: Din 

casa lui Ștefan cel Mare (From the House of 
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Stephen the Great), a story in which we have 

one of the most important medieval figures, but 

which is about love and courtly intrigues 

(Desușianu, 1872, 233). However, there are also 

instances when women write in the same 

manner as men, glorifying the past, indeed 

having a gender perspective. Maria Suciu was a 

sensitive poetess coming from a family of 

priests with a brother fighting for the national 

cause. She wrote a poem about Ștefan cel Mare, 

a sort of ode honouring the ruler. What is 

relevant to us is that she dedicated a stanza to 

the ruler’s mother, a fact that argues that the 

legendary episode was already famous. 

Moreover, significant is also Maria Suciu’s 

tendency to present Oltea as a role model for her 

contemporaries: “Please return and teach me 

great deeds and virtues/ Please teach my sisters 

too/ To know like you did how in difficult times/ 

To turn cowards into heroes!” (Suciu, 1874, 61). 

Thus, Maria Suciu seems to be part of the great 

category of men and women who considered 

certain historical characters and events 

compulsory for educating women to become 

good Romanian wives and mothers (Fodor, 

2021, 190). 

  

Final remarks 
 

Historical fiction in all its variants, poetry, 

short novels or drama was used as a form of 

educating the national consciousness and 

identity. This nationalistic perspective also 

determined a narrativized type of historical 

writing that made history more accessible for the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

common people who needed to develop a 

national consciousness. Thus, these two types of 

historical writings could be considered as 

instruments of “banal nationalism” (Billing, 

2010). They emerged during the second half of 

the nineteenth century, and evolved in parallel 

within the Romanian territories impregnated by 

regional political specificity, with a more 

nationalistic tendency in the territories of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire. Moreover, it proved 

its efficiency in the long run as it led to the 

articulation of a historical thesaurus of events 

and personalities that did not change until 

nowadays. Of course, the pantheon was 

reinforced by such instruments as public 

monuments and public commemoration 

ceremonies, honouring these historical figures.  

They should also be considered as forms of 

historical fiction. Monuments are destined to 

help you (re)memorize the great deeds of the 

character and so do public ceremonies. The list 

could be completed with street names, and 

names of public schools (note how many 

schools, of different levels bear the names of 

these historical figures). Indeed, in a 

disproportionate manner, the institutions with 

names of male heroes predominate. This is also 

the result of a national discourse that, having on 

its agenda the education of future citizens, 

professed a powerful gender dimension reflected 

in the selection of those characters and past 

events relevant in men’s education as brave 

heroes and of women as ideal wives and 

mothers. 
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Abstract: The purpose of this article is to analyse the film productions A fost sau n-a fost? (2006, by 

Corneliu Porumboiu) and Hârtia va fi albastră (2006, by Radu Muntean) in the context of the new aesthetic 

of Romanian New Wave Cinema, emphasizing the forms of artistic expression of the directors and trying to 

find out if the means of the new wave determine a certain type of approach over a historical event such as 

the December 1989 Revolution. The article will also provide an investigation on how a cinematic narrative 

is taking shape in Romania using the New Wave aesthetics on the Revolution as an alternative to the 

traditional historical narrative. Lastly, the paper integrates concepts such as individual memory and 

collective memory, but also how the two types of memory communicate and influence each other, creating 

new representations of a historical event.  

Keywords: Romanian New Wave Cinema, individual memory, collective memory, 1989 Revolution, 

minimalism, dark humour.   

 

Rezumat: Scopul acestui articol este de a analiza producțiile cinematografice A fost sau n-a fost? (2006, de 

Corneliu Porumboiu) și Hârtia va fi albastră (2006, de Radu Muntean) în contextul noii estetici a 

cinematografiei românești a Noului Val, punând accentul pe formele de exprimare artistică ale regizorilor și 

încercând să aflăm dacă mijloacele noului val determină un anumit tip de abordare asupra unui eveniment 

istoric precum Revoluția din decembrie 1989. Articolul va oferi, de asemenea, o investigație asupra modului 

în care se conturează o narațiune cinematografică despre Revoluția din România folosind estetica Noului 

Val ca alternativă la narațiunea istorică tradițională. În cele din urmă, articolul integrează concepte precum 

memoria individuală și memoria colectivă, dar și modul în care cele două tipuri de memorie comunică și se 

influențează reciproc, creând noi reprezentări ale unui eveniment istoric. 

Cuvinte-cheie: Noul Val al Cinematografiei Românești, memorie individuală, memorie colectivă, Revoluția 

din Decembrie 1989, minimalism, umor negru. 

 

 

Regarding the published literature that expands 

on the events of December 1989, there is a wide 

range of papers that approach the revolutionary 

events from different angles. Useful literature for 

this study were: O istorie sinceră a poporului 

român (Constantiniu, 2011), a synthesis that 

offers a relatively generous space to the causes 

that led to the events of December 1989, and the 

subchapter addressing the revolution, entitled by 

the author “Was December 1989 a Revolution?”, 

which critically analyses events, but without 

providing an answer to the question. The 

specialised literature of Peter Siani Davis, 

Revoluția Română din decembrie 1989, 2005 

translated and published by Humanitas is one of 

the most comprehensive on the discussed event. 

The author analyses both the causes of the 

revolution, the revolution, but also the events that 

followed, coming with an external and non-

partisan perspective on the entire topic. Another 

type of literature that addresses the issues of the 

1989 Romanian Revolution is the volume  

 

coordinated by Bogdan Murgescu, Revoluția 

română din decembrie 1989. Istorie și Memorie, 

published by Polirom in 2007. The volume brings 

together a series of studies that offer different 

perspectives on the revolutionary events, but also 

discuss a number of issues such as individual and 

collective memory, the rhetoric of death, ethics 

and morals or post-December society with its 

traumas and others. A final piece of literature we 

mention in our study is a volume of studies 

coordinated by Constantin Hlihor, Revoluția 

română din decembrie 1989 și percepția ei în 

mentalul colectiv, published by Cetatea de Scaun 

in 2014. The paper provides an analysis of the 

events from historical, ideological, and political 

representations on the discussed subject. There is 

also an interdisciplinary analysis of pre- and post-

revolutionary events to nuance the discussion of 

the causes and effects of the revolution.  
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The issue of the revolution of December 1989 

is relatively neglected by the directors of 

Romanian New Wave Cinema, the fiction 

productions made on this theme that have enjoyed 

the attention of both national and international 

film critics are A fost sau n-a fost? (2006), 

Corneliu Porumboiu; Hârtia va fi albastră (2006), 

Radu Muntean; and Cum mi-am petrecut sfârșitul 

lumii (2006), Cătălin Mitulescu. Outside of the 

new wave, we mention the movies of Stere Gulea, 

Stare de fapt (1995), Sindromul Timișoara (2004), 

Marius Th. Barna, 15 (2005), Sergiu Nicolaescu 

and Andrei Ujică's documentaries, Videogramele 

unei revoluții (1992) and Autobiografia lui 

Nicolae Ceușescu (2010). The relative lack of 

attention for the traumatic event of December 

1989 could be for various causes: the Romanian 

cinema in the post-December period went through 

an acute identity crisis, trying to look for 

European or Hollywood artistic and thematic 

forms of expression; the mediocre financial 

support from CNC (Romanian Film Centre) and 

the failed transition of valuable directors such as 

Mircea Danieluc, Dan Pița, Alexandru Tatos etc., 

who failed to gather around them the new 

generation of directors and to shape their own 

form of artistic expression (Gorzo, 2017, 366-

378). 

Although the cinematography of the 1990s is 

not especially distinguished by originality, but by 

a series of excesses of the aesthetic, the visual and 

thematically speaking (Radu Toderici, 2017, 187-

216), it brings to the fore Lucian Pintilie, the 

director who anticipated the new wave and who 

created two reference movies during the 

Communist period, Reconstituirea (1968) and De 

ce trag Clopotele Mitică? (1982). Both of them 

were banned by the censorship of the Communist 

regime and appreciated by the directors of the new 

wave and by film critics. After the revolution of 

December 1989, he made a series of films 

appreciated both nationally and at international 

film festivals, such as Balanța (1992), O vară de 

neuitat (1994) or Terminus Paradis (1998). He 

also supported Cristi Puiu for his first feature film, 

Marfa și banii (2001), a production generally 

considered by film critics to be “the manifesto of 

the Romanian New Wave Cinema”. The film 

brings a new aesthetic that seems to take the film 

critic by surprise, Alex Leo Șerban stated in the 

article Despre un cinematograf care nu există 

(Șerban, 2009, 16-21) that “The truth is that I did 

not see it coming this said new wave” (Șerban, 

2009, 55). 

There are other movies following them, such 

as Moartea Domnului Lăzărescu (2005), Cristi 

Puiu; A fost sau n-a fost? (2006), Corneliu 

Porumboiu; Hârtia va fi albastră (2006), Radu 

Muntean; 4 luni, 3 săptămâni și 2 zile (2007), 

Cristi Mungiu, etc. Critics, such as Alex Leo 

Șerban in the mentioned article and Andrei Gorzo 

in his Lucruri care nu pot fi spuse altfel (2012), 

define the new form of artistic expression of 

young directors, which receives the conventional 

name of Romanian New Wave Cinema, in the 

desire to underline the break from the “mediocre” 

films of the transition years (1990s). The new 

wave is characterized by criticism through: 

minimalism1, realism (Gorzo, 2012, 193-222)2 

and dark humour. Equally, the new wave is 

characterized by an austerity of artistic means, 

documentary feel, long scenes that allow the 

presentation of everyday aspects of the characters, 

themes are social, moral and religious, that widely 

capture a traumatized, lethargic society that 

refuses moral introspection. He also prefers 

“ordinary” characters that bring a strong note of 

realism, a documentary aspect, to the detriment of 

the “exceptional” characters that were highly 

employed in “classic” Hollywood movies (Pop, 

2014, 48-73; Nasta, 2013, 155-179).   

The movies analysed here also fall into this 

paradigm of the new wave, A fost sau n-a fost? 

and Hârtia va fi albastră! As a starting point 

regarding the depiction of the 1989 Revolution in 

the Romanian New Wave Cinema, we have in 

consideration Anca Pusca's paper, Restaging the 

1989 revolution: the Romanian New Wave (2011), 

which analyses both the contribution of the new 

wave regarding the “reconstruction of the 

revolutionary moment”, but more importantly, the 

impact that these film productions have in 

„defining the present” (Pusca, 2011, 573-590). 

A fost sau n-a fost?  is the first feature film by 

Corneliu Porumboiu, released in 2006, after a 

personal script. The director has previously made 

a series of short films such as Pe aripile vinului 

(2002); Călătorie la oraș (2003) and Visul lui 

Liviu (2004) which addresses a series of topics 

that will be recurring in later movies, such as the 

problem of the marginalized people, slum life, 

alcoholism and a society on the periphery of 

history. The films suggest a trauma of the 

marginal in a society without direction, a society 

crushed by indifference, which refuses to reflect 

on its issues. The first short films, approached 

largely with the means of the new wave, prepare 

                                                 
1 Characterized through a minimum of artistic means, 

but also a minimum of financial resources used; 
2 The author sets Cristi Puiu in a form of neorealist 

expression of the Bazinian type, specific to the New 

French Wave; 
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the director for his first feature film, A fost sau n-a 

fost?, which brings forward a Shakespearean 

existential question approached with the means of 

dark humour and absurdity, namely whether if the 

December 1989 revolution also arrived in the 

small dusty provincial town too, most likely 

Vaslui, the director's hometown: 

 
“The place in the film is the city where nothing 

happens, much less a revolution. And the film 

is the story of this nothingness, that is, of an 

absence. What could be more minimalist? 

Paradoxically, not only nothing itself (ie zero 

revolution), but the discussion of whether such 

a thing existed… Jderescu does this: he takes a 

quasi-existent subject and inflates it to the 

dimensions of a political and, in fact, 

existential debate. Porumboiu does exactly the 

opposite: he takes a large, complex and serious 

subject and looks at it through the other end of 

the binoculars, where it looks small, light and 

ridiculous. Jderescu tries to see the was it-was 

it not; Porumboiu shows us the was it not of the 

was it” (Șerban, 2009, 269). 

 

As Alex Leo Șerban mentions, the subject of 

the movie is an absurd one, non-existent, but a 

very important one for Porumboiu's characters, as 

well as for the dusty provincial town. Porumboiu's 

characters are set apart by mediocrity and 

absurdity. Virgil Jderescu (Teodor Corban) is a 

local television producer who worked before the 

revolution as a textile engineer, and now, on the 

16th anniversary of the revolution, he wants to 

make a show about it, and offers its lethargic 

followers an answer to a question that does not 

exist through the Platonic dialectical means.  

 
“The new post-revolutionary man Virgil 

Jderescu, the textile engineer reconverted into 

journalist and owner of a television station, is 

not much better off. He still lives in a modest 

apartment building, nursed by a ridiculously 

sentimental and moderately nagging wife, who 

feeds him for breakfast with - shame, Mr. 

Director! - bread with butter and chisalita from 

the jar. Jderescu drives a wrecked Mercedes on 

diesel, in the TV station building, the elevator 

does not work, on the set the tripods ain’t work 

on which it should stand still, in rudimentary 

cinematic philosophy, the camera. The 

mistress/ announcer/ assistant leaves him just 

on the eve of the preparation for the New 

Year's Eve show and, to add salt to injury, the 

student orchestra hired for the festive night 

repeats, what a horror, a damn Latin American 

salsa instead of the local hore de la Deleni. It's 

true, our reconverted had learned to quote 

freely, albeit in vain, from Plato and Heraclitus, 

discovered in a mythological dictionary lost in 

the poor library of the former textile artist” 

(Petre Rado, Aarc.ro). 

 

On the other hand, Tiberiu Mănescu (Ion 

Sapadaru), history teacher, irrecoverable 

alcoholic, indebted both to his department 

colleagues and to the neighbourhood pub, but also 

to the Chinese merchant in the city, whom he 

often insults when he is intoxicated, is the 

prototype of the imaginary revolutionary who 

offers Virgil Jderescu the opportunity to embark 

on an absurd maieutic approach. He builds 

himself an image of a revolutionary that the 

society refuses to recognize: “What revolution?” – 

sincerely wondered the bartender from the pub 

where the history teacher Tiberiu Mănescu drinks 

his minds away. Even his failing students, born 

probably around 1989, have no idea about the 

Romanian revolution. When asked to choose the 

subject of the exam which will save them from 

repeating the year, the students unanimously 

choose, to the teacher's surprise, the French 

Revolution. The very concept of revolution, even 

if it is different from the local one, is for another 

teacher, a colleague of Mănescu, a bizarre fad: 

“The French Revolution?!? Please, let's be 

serious! Nobody believes in any kind of 

revolution because no one seems to benefit from 

it…” (Petre Rado, Aarc.ro). 

And last but not least, the retired Emanoil 

Pișcoci (Mircea Andreescu) represents the 

typology of the retired man, good natured, 

nervous and confused who is often asked to dress 

up as Santa Claus by the neighbours from the 

Communist apartment block in which he lives. 

His presence in the show is a coincidence, 

symbolizing the helplessness of a generation 

overwhelmed by the revolutionary event: 

 
“He doesn't claim to be a great revolutionary, 

he also came out to shout on December, 22nd: 

Ole, ole, Ceausescu is gone! After 12:08, when 

the president ran off by helicopter. Before the 

fatal hour, he was willing to accept the hundred 

lei promised by him in his panicked despair. 

With this money he would have went with his 

wife to Mangalia, he would have visited, being 

educated in respect of national history, even the 

Roman mausoleum from Adamclisi…” (Petre 

Rado, Aarc.ro).  

 

Thus, the central focus of the film is the 

memory of the December 1989 event, as 

perceived by the inhabitants of a provincial town 

on the “periphery of history”, an event that took 

place 16 years ago. In this context, of the zero-

revolution, Tiberiu Mănescu builds himself the 
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memory of a revolutionary which is gradually fed 

by his stories from the slum bar, by the stories of 

his “revolutionary” friends (who were no longer 

alive at the time of the show), but also by the 

frequent shows, fiction films, documentaries, 

reports etc. This type of memory of an event 

present in the collective memory and acquired at 

the individual mental level is defined by Alison 

Landsberg with the term prosthetic memory 

(Landsberg, 2004, 25-48). The absurdity of the 

dialogue grows to comic proportions as soon as 

the “revolutionaries” report the events of 1989, 

and viewers who are also involved in this debate 

start bringing a series of counter-arguments: 

 
“Mănescu says yes. The viewers say no – the 

least no because he got drunk like a pig the 

night before. Pişcoci says that it doesn't matter, 

it's still called a revolution, but nobody takes 

this opinion into account. Among the elements 

taken into account are the condition of the 

County Council’s clock (awful as usual), the 

exact position of Mănescu in relation to the 

guard's booth (who did not see him) and the 

square statue (which could had hid him) and 

the amount of time it took for a guard to rush to 

the market, pick up a fir tree, and return in time 

for the revolution. About at this level, the 

stakes of the debate are set. Even in the first 

scenario presented by Mănescu - one in which 

at 11.30 he is in the square, at 11.45 he fights 

with the Security and by 12.08 he wins (the 

heroism will fall from one viewer's phone to 

another) - he remembers taking his salary first. 

The salary, the Christmas tree, the pig: these 

themes are found in almost all interventions. 

Was it or was it not? it's a big small movie 

about what is left from a big thing like a 

revolution among so many little things, about 

the hilarious inability of most of us to rise to 

the height of a Historic Moment. Or as Nea 

Pişcoci says: We made a revolution in our 

style” (Gorzo, 2006, Dilema Veche). 

 

The problem of memory in Corneliu 

Porumboiu's film can also be analysed from the 

perspective of individual memory and collective 

memory as it is discussed by Jan Assmann who 

emphasizes that these two types of memory 

communicate, giving rise to common 

representations of events, things or attitudes. The 

author emphasizes that communicative memory 

has obtained through oral history a very high 

capacity for representing the collective memory, 

but which cannot have a very distant time horizon 

precisely due to its oral nature (Assmann, 1995, 

125-133). Thus, due to this ability to transfer a 

series of perceptions and attitudes from collective 

memory to individual memory and vice versa, 

through the principle of communicative memory 

we can look at the characters in Corneliu 

Porumboiu's film whose memories of the 1989 

events are both the product of collective and 

individual memory. To this end, we can detect a 

series of events present at the level of collective 

memory such as: the promise of increasing the 

salary by 100 lei; the city square with the clock; 

television as a means for spreading of the 

revolution; the departure of the Ceausescus by 

helicopter from the Central Committee etc. At the 

individual memory we can emphasize the daily 

events of the characters such as: Pișcoci's quarrel 

with his wife, the flowers he brought, the holiday 

plans with the 100 lei offered by Nicolae 

Ceausescu as a last resort to calm the population, 

the Christmas tree bought by the guard, the pig 

brought from the village by a viewer who went 

live and so on. Thus, the revolution of December 

1989 in the movie A fost sau n-a fost? represents a 

product of the collective and individual memory 

of the three main characters; nevertheless, this 

template can be applied at a country level, Vaslui 

becoming “a small Romania”. 

As a result, the discussion regarding the 

existence or non-existence of the revolution in the 

dusty provincial city of Porumboiu's characters is 

one that is ridiculed. Revolution is an abstract 

term and event that the director uses to discuss the 

construction of the individual memory of an event 

present in the collective memory based on mass 

culture and collective experiences and actions. 

Pișcoci's metaphor for the spread of the revolution 

“like lanterns that light from the centre and 

gradually reach the periphery” defines the 

experience of individuals in relation to history, but 

also of the periphery in relation to the centre, both 

culturally and economically. 

On the other hand, the film made by Radu 

Muntean, after a screenplay written together with 

Răzvan Rădulescu and Alexandru Baciu, Hârtia 

va fi albastră (2006) comes with a different 

approach to the events of 1989. The title 

represents the password that had to be used by 

militia troops or army to enter the unspecified 

military base. The film paradoxically begins with 

the ending scene by shooting the main characters. 

This option gives the director a way to create a 

great emotional impact on the viewer, who is then 

put in a position to look back in time, at the night 

before with the characters who have just been 

killed: 

 
“It is already morning, the young people are 

joking, sure that it's not going to be long until 

they escape. In the next second, the two fall 

down, killed by bullets. What follows is 
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technically called a flashback and has rarely 

been used with such justification and emotion! 

Because those young people who die at the 

beginning (at the end), as we know that many 

others died - by error - during the Revolution, 

all had an identity and a family, and Muntean's 

movie does this: it stops on different areas, 

outlining - in the general chaos - an individual 

drama” (Șerban, 2009, 273-274).    

  

Radu Muntean gives up the classic perspective 

of looking at historical events through the eyes of 

decision-making characters and prefers to use a 

series of “small” and confuse characters in the 

face of history. Costi (Paul Ipate) together with 

his colleagues, lieutenant Neagu (Adi 

Cărăuleanu), Dragoș (Dragoș Bucur), Bogdan 

(Tudor Istodor) and Vasile (Alexandru Potocean) 

patrol in a militia TAB on the streets of Bucharest 

on the night between December 22 and 23. The 

radio, the only source of information they had at 

their disposal, offers them a series of 

contradictory messages regarding the events 

happening on TVR and on the streets of 

Bucharest. In a desire to defend the “revolution”, 

Costi deserts and goes to television to fight the 

“terrorists” who “are shooting the population”. 

From this moment, the film is divided into two 

narrative threads: one of Costi, who goes to 

“defend the Revolution” and the other of 

Lieutenant Neagu, who goes in search of Costi. 

The closed and cloistered environment of the 

TAB accompanied by various information about 

“terrorists” gives the feeling of a world under 

siege that disintegrates without anyone knowing 

exactly what is happening (Gorzo, 2012, 258): 

 
 “On this night, no one is allowed to sleep ... 

The night is favourable to the traitors and to 

the enemies of the people. This is one of the 

many calls launched on the night of December 

22-23, 1989, and we listen to it on the radio, 

along with militia lieutenant Neagu (Adi 

Carauleanu) and his platoon, as their armored 

vehicle rounds (according to orders) the 

sleeping streets, far from the core of events” 

(Gorzo, 2006, Dilema Veche). 

 

Costi does not reach the television offices, but, 

together with Aurel (Andi Vasluianu), he ends up 

in a villa in Dorobanti, where a handful of armed 

people “shoot at the terrorists” who want to storm 

the building. To emphasize the general confusion, 

Costi and Aurel are considered, shortly after their 

arrival, terrorists, which leads the 

“revolutionaries” to arrest them. In the other 

narrative, Lieutenant Neagu arrives at the 

television offices where we find the same chaos 

and lack of organization, and the lieutenant does 

not receive answers but on the contrary, the 

feeling of helplessness and confusion is 

accentuated. The characters go in circles being 

carried out of inertia by the historical event that 

exceeds their capacity for understanding.   

 
“(...) Hârtia va fi albastră is a movie about the 

great confusion that reigned in those days and 

that still lingers in the minds of many today. 

Young people without a precise identity threw 

themselves enthusiastically into a dangerous 

whirlwind that was fatal to some. Death could 

come stupidly from a misunderstanding, from a 

password mismatch, from an inability to 

communicate due to broken devices, from too 

much courage or too much caution. Any option 

was possible… The revolution was a mess, 

says Radu Muntean, who refrains from 

suggesting that it was orchestrated from the 

shadows. He doesn't seem to care about the 

subject. Or maybe he does it so subtly that it is 

unnoticeable” (Corciovescu, 2006, Aarc.ro). 

 

Television was a symbol of the December 

1989 revolution, and Radu Muntean does not 

overlook this aspect. Television becomes an 

essential and ubiquitous motif in the film, 

suggesting, in fact, the way in which most 

Romanians spent the revolution in those moments 

(in front of the television): 

 
“(…) the three screenwriters (Răzvan 

Rădulescu, Alexandru Baciu and Muntean 

himself) spent countless hours watching the 

recordings of that time. Some, more or less 

novel, found their place in the film, either 

rendered on small screens (never in the 

foreground, but discreetly illuminating in a 

corner of the frame), or re-enacted by the main 

or secondary characters” (Creţulescu, 2006, 

Aarc.ro).  

 

Costi's naivety, driven by the zeal of his early 

age and the idealism that comes with it, making 

him leave to defend the Revolution is highlighted 

by the director when in the face of accusations of 

“terrorism” and counter-revolution uses a phone 

to call his mother, in order to testify for his 

innocence: “Mother, good news, it is a 

revolution”; “Mom, tell them I am not a terrorist, 

I’m Costi.” Through these methods, the director 

provides us an image of the “little” characters in 

the face of the story. Radu Muntean prefers these 

characters in order to avoid the formulation of 

answers on the unfolding of the events; he offers 

us a sample from the experience of the ordinary 

people caught in the middle of a general turmoil. 

The feeling of confusion, cloister, fear, 
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uncertainty, inoculated by the contradictory 

messages coming from different channels, 

predominated in those moments, and the director 

manages to offer a “revolution presentation”: 

 
“Hârtia va fi albastră is, without a doubt, the 

most genuine film about December '89 made so 

far. It is authentic in situations, lines, gestures, 

details of scenery or clothing. Mostly it is 

authentic perhaps, as a way of approaching the 

subject: the narrative is naturalistic, and the 

ambition to unravel the mysteries is missing. 

However - since when is honesty a sin? – The 

perceived message is clear: in the chaos of 

those days, some people were taken for what 

they were not, the innocents had paid with their 

lives, values and language were mixed. The 

paradigm was changing” (Blaga, 2006, 

Aarc.ro).  

 

After Costi is “retrieved”, and the young man's 

revolutionary momentum is calmed down, we 

witness the final scene, presented at the beginning 

by the death of the protagonists. The tragedy of 

the scene is even greater because the viewer is 

aware of the inevitable end of the “small 

characters”, but the feeling is of relentlessness and 

implacability in front of the story.   

Regarding the memory of the revolution, as I 

mentioned, the director uses several methods of 

memory recreation: the characters never existed, 

but represent a typology of the “young 

revolutionaries” caught in the middle of a “too 

grand” historical event. It also uses a series of 

means in order to “recreate memory” (as defined 

by Alison Landsberg) in mass culture such as: the 

use of radio, TVR broadcasts that most 

Romanians watched on December 1989. While 

Corneliu Porumboiu poses the topic of the 

revolution’s existence and how it remained in the 

collective and individual memory after 16 years 

since the event, Radu Muntean does not deny the 

existence of the revolution, but poses the issue of 

“lost memory”, of the “small actors” of the 

revolution, who remained unknown and who were 

caught in the middle of it all, with or without their 

will.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Analysing all aspects of the films, we can see a 

number of similarities in the approach to the 

revolutionary historical event. The construction of 

the characters is made by the means of realism, 

typical of the new wave. They are, in both cases, 

selected from among the “ordinary people”, the 

“anonymous” put in front of a historical event that 

surpasses them. Both Mănescu, Jderescu, Pişcoci 

and Costi or Lieutenant Neagu are “real” 

characters, believable, mediocre and confusing, 

being put in situations that they do not fully 

understand. Also specific to the new wave: the 

pace of both films is low; the scenes are long; 

both Jderescu's television studio in A fost sau n-a 

fost? as well as the TAB in which the characters 

from Hârtia va fi albastră patrolled suggests 

small cloistering; both films present the 

revolutionary event using black humour that 

sparks laughter in dramatic situations; both 

productions can be characterized as being 

minimalist through their type of approach, the 

minimal use of artistic means, characters used, but 

also through the scarcity of material means they 

had at their disposal. All these features are 

common to the new wave productions, which 

suggest not only an aesthetic determinism, but 

also a determinism regarding the approach to a 

historical event, in our case the Romanian 

Revolution of December 1989. 
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Abstract: The subject of this study is represented by the narratives of Sergei Loznitsa's documentaries, how 

documentary films and reality influence each other on a personal and collective level, and what role does the 

author's position play in the events that he shows. The author of the article analyses Loznitsa's 

documentaries made during the years 2018-2021 — State Funeral (2019), Victory Day (2018), and Babi 

Yar. Context (2021), using methods of visual analysis and deconstruction. In comparing the semantic 

elements of different narratives, the author identifies commonalities: memory, post-memory, power, freedom, 

solidarity, and responsibility. Each of Loznitsa's documentaries is a discourse calling for a discussion of 

commemoration practices, the viewer's distance to what he or she has seen, and the function of film 

representation of the archive. By analysing three films, the author shows how the director creates a space of 

reflection on a new postcolonial subject. 

Keywords: documentary, trauma, visual culture, war, Holocaust. 

 

Rezumat: Subiectul acestui studiu este reprezentat de narațiunile din documentarele lui Sergei Loznitsa, de 

modul în care filmele documentare și realitatea se influențează reciproc la nivel personal și colectiv și de 

rolul pe care îl are poziția autorului în evenimentele pe care le prezintă. Autorul articolului analizează 

documentarele lui Loznitsa realizate în perioada 2018-2021 - Funeraliile de stat (2019), Ziua Victoriei 

(2018) și Babi Yar. Context (2021), folosind metode de analiză vizuală și deconstrucție. Comparând 

elementele semantice ale diferitelor narațiuni, autorul identifică teme comune: memorie, post-memorie, 

putere, libertate, solidaritate și responsabilitate. Fiecare dintre documentarele lui Loznitsa este un discurs 

care invită la o discuție despre practicile de comemorare, distanța spectatorului față de ceea ce a văzut și 

funcția de reprezentare cinematografică a arhivei. Analizând trei filme, autorul arată cum regizorul creează 

un spațiu de reflecție asupra unui nou subiect postcolonial. 

Cuvinte-cheie: documentar, trauma, cultură vizuală, război, holocaust.

 

 

In the spring of 2022, Ukrainian film director 

Sergei Loznitsa found himself at the epicentre of a 

scandal because of his civic position. On March 

19, the Ukrainian Film Academy expelled him 

from the Ukrainian Film Academy — because 

Loznitsa did not support the boycott of Russian 

cinema. Meanwhile, Ukraine owes its fame to 

Sergey Loznitsa at international festivals, and his 

influence is very tangible in developing young 

Ukrainian cinema. 

In itself, director Sergey Loznitsa is a case that 

opens the door to understanding what researchers 

of decolonization problems and commemoration 

politics are breaking spears over. In his 

Documentaries and Feature films, he turns to the 

study of repressive policies of power and the 

emergence of the idea of violence in ordinary 

people, issues of the formation of Independence 

Ukraine and the marginalization of its post-

industrial regions (Donbas), the degradation of the 

post-Soviet person and the rites of collective  

 

 

sacralisation of the memory of the Second World 

War (as Russia's war against fascism). He is 

interested in how the model of relations between a 

person and the state is changing and who is 

responsible for the violence. Furthermore — and 

this seems relevant in postcolonial studies, too — 

he asks about responsibility for the future of 

culture: Does the film have a registration? 

Sergei Loznitsa belongs to the last generation 

of post-Soviet people. He was born on September 

5, 1964, in the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist 

Republic. Later Loznitsa's family moved to Kyiv, 

the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, where he 

completed high school. He graduated from the 

Russian Institute of Cinematography and made 

films in Russia until he moved to live and work in 

Germany. 

Loznitsa considers the art of cinema as an 

opportunity to express, reflect, and recognize 

historical links between the past, which 

determines projects for understanding our present 
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and expectations/fears/hopes for the future. We 

were confused in 1917 and did not get far until it 

became clear what happened (Interview with 

Sergei Loznitsa, 2022). 

The Director does not enter into a direct 

dialogue with the watcher, does not comment on 

facts, neither gives personal assessments nor 

didactics and is not limited to statistics. Human 

actions and manifestations are necessary for 

Loznitsa, not the cycle of historical cataclysms 

alone. That is why in his movies Blocade, The 

Event, Austerlitz, Victory Day, Trial, State 

Funeral, Maidan, Babi Yar. Context the image of 

a sure multitude appears in front of the viewer, 

and only the audience decides how to characterize 

— a crowd, a people, a nation? The director’s 

ethnographic type of interest allows him to 

appreciate the value of every human experience in 

considering the past and the present. “Any topic I 

choose is personal and public”,— Sergey Loznitsa 

says in an interview. “My utterance is a sequence 

of edited episodes; how I compose this sequence 

is the central part of the utterance. I try to avoid 

direct comments and my assessment of what I 

demonstrate — this method is already an 

assessment”, he continues. The author is present 

in the (documentary) picture, and his presence is 

meaningful (Interview with Sergei Loznitsa, 

2022).  

Sergey Loznitsa mounts archival footage so 

that viewers can see different contexts and have 

the opportunity to get closer to the truth, to 

understand why this or that event happened. Thus, 

he moves away from the binary way of thinking 

and the mono-narrative, which could help viewers 

evaluate what is happening.  

The multidimensional nature of the 

“documents” that Loznitsa's films have various 

types of innards. They are getting revealed, not 

only through the language of cinema — the 

archives are available, but also through the efforts 

of spectators viewing and hearing people, 

comparing their experience of understanding these 

events and choosing a position about them: who is 

he, the viewer? Is he an observer, a witness, a 

victim, or a connoisseur? In the words of 

Marianne Hirsch: Is it possible to remember 

someone else's past?  How does a historical 

trauma affect the life of a person who was not a 

contemporary of catastrophic events (Hirsch, 

2021). That issue becomes particularly relevant in 

discussions about the collective guilt of all 

Russians in 2023. The repeatedly drawn parallels 

between the aggressive actions of the two armies 

— the German in the 20th century and the 

Russian in the 21st, an attempt to establish causal 

relationships between the two wars, the abolition 

of Russian culture as global punishment for 

historical crimes committed to Ukraine have 

formed a particular position among politicians and 

intellectuals of different countries expressing 

solidarity with Ukraine. However, the ambiguity 

in Loznitsa's documentaries makes the viewers 

pass the truth test on their own to answer the 

question, “Who is to blame”. To do this, the 

Director triggers different audience expectations, 

returning to the desire to “see the truth”.  

What is truth for Loznitsa? 

His first interview in Ukraine after his 

scandalous eviction from the Ukrainian Film 

Academy was long and poignant. Loznitsa was 

critical of Kyiv's political decisions regarding the 

Babi Yar memorial, culture, and self-censorship, 

considering it to oust the truth from public 

discourse. His main message in this dialogue was 

as follows: “You cannot love your homeland with 

your eyes closed”(Sergatskova, 2023).  

Loznitsa is driven not by a guilty verdict to the 

former Soviet or a current authority but rather by 

the origins of human tragedy, the facts of people's 

common historical destiny, attempts to reincarnate 

the “dead” against the background of the 

disintegration of ties with the past and the search 

for a future in which the chain of violence can 

finally be interrupted. Gravitating towards epic, 

Loznitsa shows key episodes from the Soviet past 

in monumental frescoes depicting the collective 

performative actions taking place and rituals 

associated with images of power, violence, and 

revolutionary protest. In the State Funeral, he 

provides the viewer with extensive documentary 

material collected by Soviet propaganda. He 

reconstructs events using a kind of installation, 

drawing the audience's attention to generalized 

ideas of collective memory, collective death, 

collective glory, collective victory, collective 

solidarity and responsibility. What does all this 

mean for a modern person?  

The opportunities for dialogue with an 

individual arise in every episode of mass scenes in 

Sergei Loznitsa's documentaries, when the camera 

passes over the faces of people in the crowd, 

speakers on the podia or eyewitnesses in court. 

The spectator can psychologically join these 

people, look into their eyes, or neglect them. 

According to the film's logic, the viewer declines 

the past behind them by rejecting these people. 

Such an author's position liberates the figure of 

the witness and makes him responsible for 

interpreting what he saw. Such public spaces as 
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squares, streets, and parks become the place and 

method of “meeting” — the descendants of the 

film's characters walk along the same, yet re-

named paths. A meta-narrative about the untold 

and forgotten is topping the events, documents, 

and testimonies. 

Naturally, the question arises about what 

connection can be found between the document 

and the “truth” in Loznitsa's films. “If I can 

change the essence of a frame or a background, 

for example, by changing optics, focus, colour, 

angle, and duration, then what is the price of this 

document and what is its true meaning?” - says 

the Director. The point is not quite in the material. 

The point is how I interpret it. If you show a 

person working at the machine for five seconds, 

— it is about labour enthusiasm. If I am showing 

it for five minutes, then the meaning changes. It is 

about the torment of monotonous labour" 

(Arlauskaite, 2015, 160). At the same time, in 

each documentary, based on archival materials, 

Loznitsa expands the boundaries of the “retro 

narrative” (Arlauskaite, 2015, 158), building the 

author's statement about a historical event not as a 

consistent story, but as a discourse. This is how 

the Babi Yar discourse arises, the Victory Day 

discourse, the discourse on a leader's death, and 

the discourse of protest. Such a director's 

approach allows us to reflect on his documentaries 

from different points of view and of different 

peoples, avoiding shrinking to the circumstances 

of one position but revealing an incompleteness, 

which requires decoding, evaluation and filling in. 

That is why watching all his films as a single 

canvas seems essential. With this approach, one 

can understand how a director, in his production 

of versions of reality laboratory, creates a space of 

reflection on a new postcolonial subject. 

The State Funeral (Figure 1) is a film 

assembled from the footage of camera operators 

filming the day of Stalin's funeral in different 

parts of the Soviet Union. The chronicle material 

is lined in one day and arranged in minor episodes 

following one after another while building the 

single story. Sound participates in the film as an 

independent narrative tool: silence (the voice of 

citizens), radio announcers' appeals accompanying 

funeral rituals (the voice of power), mourning 

music that binds episodes (the function of the 

choir) and unexpected changes in the finale to a 

children's lullaby. Silence means a long minute of 

speechless sorrow when the viewer sees people 

crying, among whom someone blows his nose, 

someone sobs inconsolably, and someone coughs. 

The sounds accompanying these actions are to be 

heard only in our imagination. Nevertheless, the 

voices of the radio announcers are heard. At the 

same time, the mourning music develops the 

picture's drama to the extent of a cosmogonic 

myth about the divine father and his descendants. 

Moreover, all the above comply totally with 

ideological context airing the aesthetics 

characteristic of the Soviet military system, where 

the figure of power is at the centre of attention, 

and the silent people are at the periphery. Thus, 

the voice of the crowd symbolically participates in 

the chorus, but no one hears the words of an 

individual. The silent crowd moves to Stalin's 

coffin, expressing the collective pain of loss, but 

no one remembers the trauma of generations of 

families whose relatives were repressed. 

For who were those videos and testimonies 

made, and how were they distributed? What 

meaning do people attribute to the dissemination 

of such archives by the authorities, how does it 

respond to the modern viewer, and what does it 

mean for representatives of those generations 

whose loved ones participated in the state funeral 

ceremony? Watching a state funeral, spectators 

become a part of another narrative — 

experiencing their venture of voyeurism. 

Why are vast crowds of people standing in line 

in the cold to look at the leader, listening together 

to the radio announcers? From every radio 

transmitter, in every corner of the country, the 

words about the leader's humanity and the 

greatness of his “cause” are repeated, deifying his 

ideas and continuing the construction of 

Communism. Sergei Loznitsa's film is not the 

only attempt to show the funeral of a leader in the 

history of cinema. The closest parallels arise with 

Dziga Vertov's film Three Songs About Lenin, 

where the Director deliberately constructs an 

agitation canvas, turning cinema into propaganda.  

 
“A visual metaphor for the absurdity of Lenin's 

death becomes a series of stills showing life 

petrified in a minute of silence — for example, 

a train passing over the camera freezes, 

emphasizing the antinomy of movement and 

immobility, the impossibility of combining the 

immobility of Lenin's corpse with his eternally 

living cause. Therefore, Lenin's body, displayed 

in the mausoleum, is not the half-dead body of 

Dracula sleeping in his coffin; it is a real 

corpse, inexplicably connected with the living 

Lenin and the immortal cause of the revolution” 

(Scherbenok, 2009, 716). 

 

Talking about Lenin's death, Dziga Vertov 

uses the language of poetic symbols and builds a 
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narrative about the immortality of the cause of the 

proletariat leader. And at the same time, the 

spectators, as well as its heroes visiting the 

mausoleum, are constantly reminded that he is 

dead after all, notices Diana Morgan (Scherbenok, 

2009, 718). Thus, the antinomy of Lenin's figure 

in the Vertov film becomes a condition for the 

constant transformation of the psychic energy of 

repressed traumas into the energy of productive 

labour, creating the mass enthusiasm of the 1930s, 

so vividly depicted in the Song of the Third. 

Loznitsa deconstructs forms of propaganda, 

building new meanings. Like Lenin in Dziga 

Vertov, Stalin in Loznitsa's film becomes a 

symbolic centre of power and the object of desire. 

At the same time, the people and the viewer are 

the subjects of the voyeuristic gaze (Ousmanova, 

2003). Trains, cars, ships, and all public activity 

stops for the leader's sake, and endless streams of 

people rush to the coffin to look at him. 

In the State Funeral, the voices from the radio 

form a narrative about a large, orphaned family, 

and the multiple repetitions of suggestive 

messages about the intimate details of Stalin's 

illness, the enumeration of types of flowers in 

wreaths, inscriptions on mourning ribbons and the 

list of guests of the farewell ceremony in the same 

insinuating voice, symbolically bring each person 

closer to the centre of power. 

However, the further, the more radio voices 

seem to be sirens, luring into the trap of deceptive 

reciprocity. After the official announcement of the 

journalists and posters about the connection 

between the two subjects of the “father” (Stalin) 

and the people (his children), the final lullaby 

with the words “Sleep, my baby, sleep...” is no 

longer perceived in the logic of the absurd: State 

Funeral is a gloomy lullaby to the lulled 

consciousness of citizens. 

Concerning Stalin's obsessively large-scale, 

detailed, ceremonial funeral, Babi Yar is as if in 

the shadow of silence. In 1961 Soviet poet 

Yevgeny Yevtushenko published his most famous 

poem, Babi Yar, in the Literary Gazette (“There 

are no monuments over Babi Yar…”). The poem 

was translated into 72 languages, and Babi Yar 

symbolized unbearable suffering. Sergei 

Loznitsa's film Babi Yar. Context, (Figure 2) 

which was filmed with the support of the Babi 

Yar Holocaust Memorial Centre based on the 

documentary chronicle of 1941-1946, describes 

the events preceding the Nazi shooting of 33,771 

Jews in occupied Kyiv on 29—30 September 

1941, and what followed that tragedy. The film 

premiere occurred at Cannes Film Festival, where 

Babi Yar. Context received the Golden Eye award.  

After its release, Loznitsa's film caused a 

resonance among film critics and historians. Some 

spoke about the “inappropriateness” of public 

disclosure of several facts concerning Ukraine 

since there are newsreel shots in the picture, 

where Lviv residents greet Nazis with flowers, 

and Kyiv residents hang posters of “Hitler the 

Liberator”.  

“People who will watch the film have common 

sense. Collaboration with Nazis is a difficult topic 

for all countries under occupation. There is 

nothing unique about this. However, each country 

has its own experience of dealing with the history 

of collaboration and with the memory of it. In my 

opinion, people should know the truth”, Loznitsa 

replied (Baranovskaya, 2021). In the first days 

after 24 February last year, the Director spoke 

about Babi Yar and commented that the Holocaust 

and the opportunity to establish itself as a country 

are two key issues for Ukraine. “I may be wrong, 

but I think so. The path for the country to take 

also depends on people's response to that pain and 

those tragedies” (Interview with Sergei Loznitsa, 

2022).  

Places of action in the film Babi Yar. Context 

— simultaneously — crime scenes. The Director 

begins his narrative with the German attack and 

ends with an open finale — the construction of a 

sports facility at the site of the tragedy in Babi 

Yar near Kyiv. The events before and after the 

tragedy are presented as a documentary newsreel. 

The viewer does not see the executions of Jews in 

Babi Yar because those records do not exist. 

However, photographs by German photographer 

Johannes Helle, taken the day after the shooting, 

complement that gap. Sergey Loznica also weaves 

a living testimony into the fabric of the film. 

During the story, a Babi Yar survivor consistently 

describes everything that happened to her; the 

camera covers the faces of people in the hall at the 

hearings. Some of them stand up and move 

forward, shocked by everything they have heard. 

The testimony of a German officer answering the 

investigators' questions and the facts of collective 

violent actions confirm the survivor's words. That 

whole episode problematizes not only the matter 

of crime, but also the matter of conscious 

punishment. Furthermore, the scene of the death 

penalty of German soldiers hanging following the 

liberation of Kyiv scene emphasizes that issue. 

Writer Vasily Grossman becomes the “voice” 

of victims in the film Babi Yar. Context — a 

fragment from his essay “Ukraine without Jews” 
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appears on the black screen after Helle's photos. 

Vasily Grossman was among the journalists who 

were the first to set foot in the Majdanek and 

Treblinka concentration camps liberated by Soviet 

troops. At the end of 1944, Grossman published 

an article, “Treblinsky hell”, which opened the 

matter of the Holocaust in the USSR. His essay 

“Ukraine without Jews” is a very intimate and 

emotional text. Moreover, the fact that Loznitsa 

quotes him ignites several meaningful contexts: 

mourning and responsibility. Quoting a large 

fragment of the essay “Ukraine without Jews”, 

Loznitsa believes this is the statement and 

culmination of the whole picture and the 

afterword. 

Appealing to the personal experience of the 

writer Grossman (Gessen, 2006) the director 

expands the framework of perception of the 

Holocaust, not limited to a single event. In the 

director's artistic concept, Babi Yar is on par with 

Blockade (2005) and Austerlitz (2016) movies, 

problematizing post-memory aspects and 

revealing his civic position. And in this, Loznitsa 

converges with Marianne Hirsch's understanding 

of post-memory when she draws attention to other 

contexts besides the Holocaust and the Second 

World War in which intergenerational 

transmission has become an essential explanatory 

vehicle and object of study, including American 

slavery, the Vietnam War, the Dirty War in 

Argentina, South African apartheid, Soviet and 

East European communist terror, and the 

Armenian and the Cambodian genocides. 

(Marianne Hirsch, 2008, 104) 

Sergey Loznitsa stays within the strict borders 

of archival records. Addressing the topic of the 

Jewish pogroms in Lviv, nevertheless, he uses 

elements of horror aesthetics like thickening dark 

shades and blurred, restless dim bodies fleeing 

persecution. Joyful faces of other Lviv residents 

are shown welcoming the German army as 

liberators from the Soviet regime in contrast. The 

same joyful faces will greet the Soviet army at the 

film's final stages. The artlessness of collective 

agreement with the regime in power and the 

permissibility of forgetting tragedy are horrifying 

when shown on the screen. To lance the anatomy 

of the deed “led” to the Babi Yar tragedy, the 

Director plans to create a feature film, which 

requires long, thorough work with a big team and 

a huge budget.  

At the heart of the documentary Victory Day 

(Figure 3) an event that connected several 

generations of Soviet and post-Soviet citizens and 

turned into a cult of worship of the heroes of the 

Second World War. The movie action takes place 

on 9 May at a recognized place in Berlin for 

performative practices, dedicated to celebrating 

the Victory Day of the Soviet Army over Nazi 

Germany in 1945 — in the famous Treptow Park. 

For those who gather in Treptow Park on this day, 

the war has only one name — “the Great Patriotic 

War”. The Director problematizes the 

commemoration practices of the Second World 

War in Eastern Europe by choosing a place and 

time. But why does Loznitsa choose Victory Day? 

The ritual of celebrating Victory Day in 

contemporary Russia is an essential instrument of 

official commemoration policy and is perceived 

by the population as a manifestation of the sacred. 

Victory Day symbolically reinforces the construct 

“we are people” and supports the idea of Russian 

glory and the image of the country's “liberator 

from fascism”.  

After the Second World War, there was no 

celebration of Victory Day and a day off in the 

Soviet Union on this occasion. Standard 

celebration practices emerged in the Brezhnev era: 

a symbolic and ritualistic construct shaped by 

Soviet television and administrative bodies. They 

were the direct organisers and planners of such 

celebrations. Then, the concept of the “holiday 

with tears in its eyes” emerged. Thus in the Soviet 

years, 9 May became a kind of secular Easter — a 

day when the nation celebrates its symbolic death 

and rebirth, loss, and Victory. 

The last stage in the evolution of the holiday is 

the “can do it again” trend. This included the 

militarisation of children and the dressing up of 

children in uniform — as if to demonstrate the 

soldiers of a future war, which must happen and 

end just as gloriously as the previous one. The 

focus shifted from the veterans to those who 

would become them in some future battle, 

bringing the people the joy of Victory. The duty 

of descendants was now not to prevent the events 

that had caused so many deaths but to do 

something no less worthy on the war front, not to 

shame their memory. 

The slogan “In memory of the fallen, be 

worthy” has been reinterpreted in an aggressively 

militaristic sense. This has led to the erosion of 

the holiday and its practices, disappearing and 

being banned individually. The state has 

appropriated the holiday and made it part of its 

political capital. In this context, the Victory Day 

narrative will be read depending on the viewer's 

position regarding the official ideological 

construct of the Great Victory as a feat of the 

Soviet people. 
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The film begins with a minor song by Bulat 

Okudzhava, “Go grab your coat. Let us go home”. 

The lyrics of this song set three different matters 

that will develop the narrative Victory Day: the 

affirmation of peace (“In war, we settled all our 

business. Go grab your coat, let us go home!”), 

treating a dead soldier as a living one (“Open your 

eyes, wake up, my soldier, Go grab your coat and 

let's go home!”). The third theme sets the frame of 

perception of the present: “War drove her children 

all to madness”. Let us look at how the Director 

builds each of them next. 

The matter of peace in Loznitsa's film sounds 

loud with bright carnival attributes. Those 

gathered in the park carry flowers to the graves, 

read poems, sing songs of the war years, proclaim 

speeches honouring the victorious soldiers, dress 

up in military uniforms, and put military uniforms 

on their children and even animals — (the first 

scene of the film with dogs decorated with St. 

George ribbons looks rather grotesque); they raise 

flags of the former Soviet republics and of the 

self-proclaimed LNR and DNR; drink alcohol 

(traditionally it is vodka). People are proud to 

have a Victory. However, what does this Victory 

mean? The carnival aesthetics of Victory Day is 

based on rituals and symbols of the common 

Soviet past for representatives of different 

generations of post-Soviet countries gathered in 

Treptow Park. They sing familiar songs near the 

mass grave where the soldiers of the once 

common country lie. Representatives of the Night 

Wolves biker club, equipped in the military style, 

repeatedly appear in the frames. The camera 

zooms on a biker jacket with the inscription 

“Victory Roads” — the rally's name — that the 

participants of this group symbolically claimed 

their right to the memory of the capture of Berlin 

by the Russian army. While one of the bikers is 

delivering a solemn speech about “Golgotha-the 

Victory” of a Soviet soldier, the shout “Veterans, 

is there anyone?” destroys the harmonious order 

of words because the question hangs in the air, 

like a line from a play of the theatre of the absurd. 

Furthermore, the truth is: Are there any actual 

participants in the war among those who came to 

celebrate Victory Day? And where are they? 

Quiet shots replace all these bright poster 

scenes with sad images on sarcophagi, 

reminiscent of the temple architecture of the 

Middle Ages: the scene of the son's farewell to his 

mother, the scene of the oath to the red banner, 

the funeral of a soldier, people running in an 

apocalyptic nightmare, trying to hide from the 

missiles flying from the sky. The sad melody of a 

folk song accompanies these shots, but it is 

drowned out by the joyful cries of those 

celebrating Victory Day. The contrast between 

what is depicted on the bas-reliefs and the 

carnival behaviour of the living dancing next to 

the graves creates a dissonance in the perception 

of the meanings of the commemoration practices. 

In this context, it is appropriate to recall the 

statement of Marianne Hirsch, who explored the 

underlying mechanisms of transgenerational 

memory of the Holocaust using extensive material 

from post-war culture:  

 
“The category of post–memory describes the 

approach that the ‘generation after’ takes about 

the personal, collective and cultural trauma or 

transformation of those who lived before — to 

events or historical periods that they 

"remember" (or would like to remember) only 

through stories, images and behavioural 

reactions, or, conversely, through omissions, 

secrets and the efforts of oblivion that 

accompanied their childhood and adolescence. 

Nevertheless, these events were transmitted to 

them on such a deep and emotional level that 

they seem to become full-fledged memories. 

The connection of post-memory with the past is 

thus carried out not through recollection but 

through need and desire, involving imagination, 

projective and creative mechanisms. Co-

existence with such stunning inherited 

memories is always a risk that the events of 

one's own life will be displaced or even erased 

by events from the life of ancestors.  

Such coexistence means that we are indirectly 

formed by fragments of experience that resist 

its utterance and comprehension. These events 

happened in the past, but their action continues 

in the present" (Marianne Hirsch, 2021, 6). 

 

The phrase “War drove her children all to 

madness” from Okudzhava's song in the film's 

finale sounds like a sentence to infant children 

who do not dare to argue with their fathers and 

dead heroes for fear of overthrowing the 

patriarchal order. Initially, Okudzhava's song was 

widespread like “Greatcoat” in friendly company 

feasts. This song symbolized sincerity for those 

who gathered in the private kitchen behind closed 

doors to be able to speak the truth. The unspoken 

individual trauma transformed over time into the 

public canons of carnival aesthetics. In the 21st 

century, “Greatcoat” became an official attribute 

of Victory Day. The “children, driven through the 

war madness”, brought portraits of their relatives, 

who became victims of the Second World War, to 

the park and considered themselves the rightful 
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heirs of the “victory”. But the choral performance 

of wartime songs, dating back to the folklore 

traditions of the death spell, does not become an 

outlet for an unlived individual trauma. For many 

post-Soviet people, the celebration of Victory Day 

turns into a tragic story about children-the-losers 

who always check with the order established by 

their fathers. At the same time, the director leaves 

the question open: does the visual language of 

cinema illustrate events, or do mythologems 

around events structure reality?  

It seems essential that L.Althusser understands 

ideology as themes, concepts and representations 

through which people live in symbolic connection 

with their natural conditions of existence 

(Althusser, 2009). Consequently, artistic 

representations contribute to the figurative 

definition of social order. Films State Funeral, 

Babi Yar. Context and Victory Day refer to the so-

called discursive cinema, problematizing the very 

film presentation. The viewer's position in the 

classic documentary film text is where everything 

becomes quite apparent. But Sergei Loznitsa 

creates the possibility of distinguishing between 

types of perception of reality by offering the 

viewer the choice from what perspective (or 

ideological framework) to view history and the 

individual. He makes it more difficult for the 

viewer because of the critical filter tune to the 

image and its interpreter.  

Under such conditions, the value of reflection 

on freedom, solidarity, and responsibility 

increases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

810 

 

REFERENCES / BIBLIOGRAFIE 

 

 

Papers in periodical journals 

 

Baranovskaya 2023 Baranovskaya, Marina, “Babi Yar: Between the Holocaust, anti-Semitism and 

oblivion”. In: DW. Accessed May 06, 2023. https://www.dw.com/ru/babi-yar-

context/a-59342644 (in press).  

Gessen 2006 Gessen, Keith, “Under Siege. A beloved Soviet writer’s path to dissent”. In: The 

New Yorker, February 26 (2006). Accessed June 7, 2023. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/03/06/under-siege (in press). 

  

Sergatskova 2023 Sergatskova, Katerina, “You All Want to Join the European Union, Then Accept 

the Idea of Cosmopolitanism,” Serhiy Loznytsia on the Scandal Surrounding  

Babyny Yar, Propaganda in Cinema and Returning to Ukraine. In: Zaborona, 

March 28 (2023). Accessed May 06, 2023. https://zaborona.com/en/serhiy-

loznytsia-on-the-scandal/  (in press).  

Books 

 

Hirsch 2008 Hirsch, Marianne, The Generation of Postmemory, Columbia University, Poetics 

Today (2008). 

Hirsch 2021 Hirsch, Marianne, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture 

After the Holocaust (Translation from English by Nikolai Epple), The New 

Publishing House (2021). 

  

Chapters in books 

 

Althusser 2009 Althusser, Louis Pierre, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes 

towards an Investigation”. In: Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays, Routledge 

(1972), pp. 85-126. 

Arlauskaite 2015 Arlauskaite, Natalija, The Limits of the Archive: The Siege of Sergei Loznitsa. 

In: Heterotopijos: PASAULIARI, RIBOS, PASAKOJIMAI. Scientific 

Proceedings, Special issue ‘Literature’, Vilniaus universiteto Leidykla (2015). 

Scherbenok 2009 Scherbenok, Andrey, “Look at Lenin, and your sadness will disperse like water”: 

the aesthetics of trauma in Dziga Vertov. In: Oushakin S., Trubina E. (eds.), 

Trauma: Points: A Collection of Articles, New Literary Review (2009). 

Ousmanova 2003 Ousmanova, Almira (ed.), The Ethics of the Anti-Voyeurist Gaze: Andy Warhol 

in the History of Close-Up. In: Bi-textuality and Cinematography, EHU, 

Propylaeum (2003). 

Other 

 

Interview with Sergei Loznitsa: “I don't want to impose my opinion. I at least want to present facts”. In: 

Meduza, January 27 (2022). Accessed  May 07, 2023. https://meduza.io/feature/2022/01/27/ya-ne-hochu-

navyazyvat-svoe-mnenie-ya-hochu-hotya-by-pred-yavit-fakty (in press). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro

https://www.dw.com/ru/babi-yar-context/a-59342644
https://www.dw.com/ru/babi-yar-context/a-59342644
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2006/03/06/under-siege
https://zaborona.com/en/serhiy-loznytsia-on-the-scandal/
https://zaborona.com/en/serhiy-loznytsia-on-the-scandal/
https://meduza.io/feature/2022/01/27/ya-ne-hochu-navyazyvat-svoe-mnenie-ya-hochu-hotya-by-pred-yavit-fakty
https://meduza.io/feature/2022/01/27/ya-ne-hochu-navyazyvat-svoe-mnenie-ya-hochu-hotya-by-pred-yavit-fakty


BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

811 

 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS / LISTA ILUSTRAȚIILOR 

 

 

Figure 1. Credit from the movie State funeral / Cadru din filmul State funeral. https://loznitsa.com/ 

Figure 2. Credit from the movie Babi Yar / Cadru din filmul Babi Yar Context. Capital Pictures / Scanpix /  

LETA. 

Figure 3. Credit from the movie Victory Day / Cadru din filmul Victory Day. https://loznitsa.com/ 

 

 
Fig. 1. Credit from the movie State funeral.  

 

 
Fig. 2. Credit from the movie Babi Yar. 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

812 
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Abstract: The fourth technological revolution, which consists in the spread of digitalisation to all areas 

of social life, has unbalanced human communities. The polarisation between the real and the virtual 

environment has led to major changes in political socialisation, with consequences for democratic 

political culture. This article uses the example of the British referendum to leave the European Union to 

examine how the virtual environment was used to influence voters' choices. The article also provides 

arguments showing that the existence of contradictions between preferences formulated in the virtual 

environment and outcomes in the real environment has negative consequences for digital democracy. The 

article argues for truthfulness and a correct picture, consistent with reality, of the issues on which the 

vote is decided. In this sense, digitalisation acquires an ethical value depending on the purpose it serves. 

Keywords: digital democracy, polarisation, rational choice, voter profiling. 

 

Rezumat: A patra revoluție tehnologică, ce constă în extinderea digitalizării asupra tuturor sferelor 

vieții sociale, a bulversat comunitățile umane. Polarizarea între mediul real și mediul virtual a adus 

schimbări majore în socializarea politică, cu consecințe asupra culturii politice democratice. Acest 

articol, având ca studiu de caz referendumul din Marea Britanie pentru părăsirea Uniunii Europene, 

analizează modalitățile în care mediul virtual a fost folosit pentru a influența opțiunea votanților. De 

asemenea, articolul oferă argumente pentru a demonstra că existența unor contradicții între preferințele 

formulate în mediul virtual și rezultatele în mediul real, produce consecințe negative asupra democrației 

digitale. Articolul pledează în favoarea veridicității și a unei imagini corecte, conforme cu realitatea, cu 

privire la temele asupra cărora se votează. În acest sens, digitalizarea capătă valoare etică în funcție de 

scopurile pe care le deservește.  

Cuvinte-cheie: democrație digitală, polarizare, alegere rațională, profilul votanților.

 

 

The rational choice theory and polarisation in 

the digital democracy 

 

The vote for Brexit caused a global 

shockwave and initiated global disputes about 

the long-term sustainability of the EU and the 

financial markets. The retreat had enormous 

effects on the politics, culture, and economy of 

the UK regardless of a trade deal or hard exit”. 

As a result of the vote for Brexit, UK has 

emerged as one of the most divided societies 

within Europe. Furthermore, the Brexit 

referendum led to the unexpected political 

division that separated the lines of political 

parties within British politics. Therefore, the 

Brexit acted as a potent reminder of the splits 

between Britain’s political elite over its 

relationship with the European Union. On the 

other hand, Brexit is a sign of long-term social 

changes that have been slowly changing public 

opinion and political behaviour through 

competition in the UK. This paper addresses the  

 

 

causes of polarisation in Britain as a result of 

Brexit.  

In this study, I want to argue the social media 

was used as a “weapon” and led to a strong 

polarisation between individuals. This paper 

uses the rational choice theory to explain why a 

little majority voted for Leave in order to 

understand the polarisation among the Britons. 

To examine the impact of social media 

weaponization, I have tested the rational choice 

theory in the online interactions between voters 

at the Brexit referendum. I have chosen this case 

study because it became a classic example of 

how social media is used to excessively polarise 

the voters.  

This research argues the main drivers of 

polarisation were the attitudes towards different 

ethnic and social categories. I have chosen the 

attitudes towards immigrants from Eastern 

Europe in UK and correlated with individual 

financial positions because it was one of the 

main subjects of both pro and cons campaigners. 
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Attitudes towards immigrants and individual 

financial positions offer broad patterns of voters’ 

behaviour. Political polarisation on social media 

strongly influences the voter’s choice because it 

is not rational in this context. I used parameters 

and polls on the financial criteria to illustrate 

this argument. The voters were influenced by the 

campaigners’ online messages that distorted the 

real facts about the place and role of the UK in 

the EU. Furthermore, social media became a 

veritable weapon and led to an irreconcilable 

polarisation between the two groups, Leave and 

Remain. 

Political polarisation is on the rise not only in 

the United States as the most cited case study 

(Arceneaux et al., 2013; see also Abramowitz, 

Saunders, 2008; Pew Research Center, 2017), 

but also across the world (Gidron et al., 2019). 

Today political elites (Heaney et al., 2012), 

elected officials (Hare Poole, 2014), and 

everyday people (Frimer et al., 2017) are 

polarised. There are two distinct forms of 

political polarisation. The first is ideological 

polarisation, which is the divergence of political 

opinions, beliefs, attitudes, and stances of 

political adversaries (Dalton, 1987). The second 

is affective polarisation, which is based on work 

considering the role of identity in politics 

(Mason, 2018), and how identity salience within 

groups (e.g., political parties) can exacerbate 

out-group animosity (Gaertner et al., 1993; 

Iyengar et al., 2012). Affective polarisation 

assesses the extent to which people like (or feel 

warmth towards) their political allies and dislike 

(or feel lack of warmth towards) their political 

opponents (Iyengar et al. 2012). 

Higher levels of polarisation can be 

beneficial for society – predicting higher levels 

of political participation, and perceptions of 

electoral choice (Wagner, 2021). However, 

political polarisation can also be bad for 

democracy, increasing the centralization of 

power (Lee 2015), congressional gridlock (Jones 

2001), and making citizens less satisfied 

(Wagner 2021). Previous work has also 

highlighted interpersonal implications of 

polarisation, including an unwillingness to 

interact with (Frimer et al., 2017), and 

dehumanization towards (Mason, 2018) political 

adversaries.  

Given that people are unwilling to engage in 

day-to-day interactions with their political 

adversaries, many build their impressions of 

opponents via the media – meaning (social) 

media is increasingly shaping how we perceive 

the political environment. As media has become 

more fragmented (Van Aelst et al., 2017) and 

partisan (DellaVigna, Kaplan, 2007), people 

have become more polarised both ideologically 

(Jones, 2002) and affectively. However, media 

may not always have a polarising effect on 

viewers. Some suggest social media (Valenzuela 

et al. 2019) and traditional media (Udani et al., 

2018) have no effect on political polarisation. 

While others suggest in certain circumstances, 

political information can actually have a 

depolarising effect on viewers (Beam et al., 

2018; Kubin et al., 2021; Wojcieszak et al., 

2020). These mixed results highlight our 

understanding of when and why media 

exacerbates polarisation is murky, pointing to 

the need for assessment of the literature. 

A study published in the prestigious journal 

Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences (PNAS) says social media are 

polarising not because they isolate us with 

likeminded others, as often thought, but because 

they provide spaces where we create social 

identities that increasingly align with our 

political preferences. 

There is broad and general agreement that the 

rise of digital media, like Facebook and Twitter, 

has intensified polarisation and made politics 

more conflictual. 

For years, the dominant explanation has been 

the existence of so-called “echo chambers” or 

“filter bubbles”, According to this famous idea, 

digital media allow us to self-isolate in clusters 

with only likeminded others and avoid the 

discomfort of meeting other views. Since it is 

thought that we need this interaction with other 

views to moderate our political positions, echo 

chambers are said to lead to radical and extreme 

political positions – and thereby polarisation 

(Törnberg, 2022). In recent years researchers 

have however begun to question this 

explanation. The main problem is that we just 

aren’t finding any echo chambers. In fact, 

studies suggest that social media is characterized 

by more interaction outside our local network, 

and more interaction with political opponents 

than in our offline life (Törnberg, 2022). 

Political scientists are increasingly finding 

that polarisation today is characterized not by 

political disagreement, but by a growing 

emotional sense of difference and dislike. We 

are coming to understand polarisation as rooted 

in identity and emotions, rather than opinions 

and rational arguments. 
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Törnberg links this sense of dislike and 

difference to a process called “sorting”:  
“We shouldn’t think of stable and cohesive 

societies as not having conflicts or 

disagreements – any healthy society will have 

many. It is rather that their conflicts and 

disagreement are balancing against each 

other. We may vote differently, but if we 

support the same football team or go to the 

same church, there is space for interpersonal 

respect. The problem begins when the many 

disagreements in society start to align – when 

what football team we support tells you 

whom we vote for. Such alignment is at the 

heart of dangerous polarisation” (Törnberg, 

2022). 

 

In the case of the Brexit referendum, 

affective polarisation was used as a weapon by 

the campaigners, and consequently the potential 

of influencing final vote was significantly 

increased. There is no doubt that social media 

have changed the way a significant proportion of 

people engage with politics, and the issue of 

Brexit is no exception. Facebook, in particular, 

has been implicated in the Leave campaign’s 

2016 referendum success, with the firm 

Cambridge Analytica accused of using 

psychographic microtargeting to influence 

voters (Risso, 2018). Although not all Brexit 

supporters are engaged on Facebook, during the 

exit negotiations, in the context of intense 

grievance with the government’s inability to 

“get Brexit done”, Leave continued to boast an 

enormous following on the platform via dozens 

of unofficial pages and groups, circulating 

content evoking nativist, populist and 

Islamophobic sentiments. 

Brexit is often cited alongside the election of 

Donald Trump in the US as evidence of a wave 

of net-born populism (e.g., Inglehart and Norris, 

2016; Sayer, 2017). While support for Brexit is a 

complex phenomenon, undoubtedly many of the 

themes of the Leave campaign were hateful and 

divisive and have played a role in the 

emboldening of the populist and nativist right 

(Virdee, McGeever, 2018). This emboldening, it 

is argued, has been amplified by social media 

echo chambers and filter bubbles (Sunstein, 

2018), as well as a “disinformation order” 

emerging from the online environment (Bennett 

and Livingston, 2018). Social media platforms 

have been described as having an affinity with 

populism (Gerbaudo, 2018) and having an 

inherent “affective character [that] triggers and 

augments racist attitudes” (Ekman, 2019). 

However, as Davies argues, technologically 

deterministic accounts of phenomena like filter 

bubbles are insufficient; rather individuals 

should be understood as “situated at the 

intersection of technology, culture and class” 

(Davies, 2018), taking into account the role of 

social lives. In the case of pro-Leave sentiment 

online, this should be understood as part of a 

transnational mobilisation of conservative, 

authoritarian, and occasionally White 

supremacist nationalism, which links Britain 

with the US, Canada, Australia, South Africa, 

and continental European countries, and 

overlaps with, but is not equivalent to, the so-

called “alt-right” (Lee, 2019). 

Yet, little sociological attention has been paid 

to the role of Facebook in enduring pro-Leave 

sentiment among the British public. Sociological 

accounts of the role of race or class in Brexit 

have tended to study this as an offline 

phenomenon, isolated from the effects of 

increasing social media use (Bhambra, 2017; 

McKenzie, 2017). Two compilations, which 

have purported to offer comprehensive social 

analyses of Brexit from a multitude of authors 

(Koller et al., 2019; Outhwaite, 2017) ignore the 

significance of Facebook altogether. As with the 

broader field of populism and hate online 

(Jacobs et al. 2020), a disproportionate number 

of studies into the relationship between Brexit 

and social media have focused on Twitter. These 

include studies on the operation of “bots” during 

the referendum campaign (Bastos, Mercea, 

2019; Gorodnichenko et al., 2018; Howard, 

Kollanyi, 2016), the circulation of rumours, 

conspiracy theories and propaganda (Dobreva et 

al., 2019), and patterns of emotional expression 

and emotional appeals before and after the 

referendum (Bouko, Garcia 2020; Rosa, Ruiz 

2020). This disproportionate reliance on Twitter 

is perhaps because of the relative ease of 

collection and analysis of data from this 

platform. 

However, a focus on Twitter is problematic 

in the context of Brexit for several reasons. The 

first is that the number of active Twitter users in 

the UK is far fewer than that of Facebook, which 

is by far the most popular social networking site 

there (O’Dea, 2018). Second, Twitter use in the 

UK is more heavily concentrated among the 

young and highly educated (Mellon, Prosser, 

2017; Sloan, 2017), meaning older and less-

educated cohorts, who are most likely to have 

voted Leave in 2016 (Ashcroft, 2016), are in fact 

more likely to use Facebook than Twitter. 
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Although celebrity “alt-right” commentators 

(such as Katie Hopkins and Paul Joseph Watson) 

have tended to engage large audiences on 

Twitter, many pro-Leave accounts such as 

UKIP, For Britain, and Make Britain Great 

Again have enjoyed larger followings on 

Facebook (Lee, 2019). Britain First, which has 

shared many of its stances and supporters with 

UKIP (Davidson, Berezin, 2018), was also 

“liked” by more than 2 million users on 

Facebook prior to incurring a permanent ban in 

March 2018 (Hern, Rawlinson, 2018), 

demonstrating the significance of the Facebook 

platform to this audience. 

Since the Cambridge Analytica scandal, 

some research has begun to investigate 

Facebook in relation to Brexit. However, these 

studies focus primarily on behavioural traces 

observable there, meaning they have been 

limited in their ability to provide insights into 

the human phenomenon of social media use. For 

example, Bossetta et al. (2018) conducted a 

quantitative study during the referendum 

campaign investigating the relationship between 

engagement with political news on Facebook 

and interaction with political campaign posts, 

and Del Vicario et al. (2017) conducted a 

quantitative analysis of users’ information 

consumption patterns around Brexit. Zollo 

(2019) analysed users’ interactions with news 

stories around Brexit to conclude that echo 

chambers and polarisation existed on Facebook, 

then making the assumption that this “shapes 

communities” there. However, as we shall see in 

the next section, such conclusions require close-

up research that asks subjects themselves what 

social media and its content means to them. 

Unfortunately, thus far even those studies 

employing qualitative methodologies have 

generally been limited to discourse analyses of 

content on particular pages and do not speak to 

users directly (Bonacchi et al., 2018; Fuchs, 

2018; Lilleker, Bonacci, 2017; Spring, Webster, 

2019). 

The public view has always emerged as the 

most critical part of any democratic government. 

While the referendum in the UK may have 

accelerated the emergence of different attitudes 

that had been developing for years, the rate at 

which new supporters of Remain and Leave has 

enhanced affective polarisation in the country. 

Protagonists in both parties of the never-ending 

debate on whether to leave or remain have 

exceeded the extent where it invoked the notion 

of a second referendum. The second referendum 

poses questions on the public’s final decision 

which is referred to as the will of the people. 

Thus, the central critical factor in the cause of 

Brexit is what the citizens voted for regarding 

Brexit. However, continued division among the 

UK citizens will continuously affect the current 

and future political environment of the country. 

Curtice (2016) questions whether the voters 

were properly informed for the consequences of 

the vote so they could make decision and argues 

that this perhaps was the reason for the increased 

push for a second referendum immediately after 

the conclusion of the Brexit negotiations. 

Research and survey reports have further 

revealed the peoples need for a second 

referendum. However, some of the stories have 

shown that most of the voters contended with 

their decisions in the poll (Curtice 2016). More 

so, there have been contradicting reports on 

whether the public needs another referendum. 

For instance, Curtice (2019) addresses that 

during the first survey, 36% did not support a 

second referendum, while 44% were interested 

in a second referendum. On the other hand, a 

recent study reported that 47 % of the public 

were in support of the notion while 34% 

remained in the opposition. Therefore, 

comparing with the first survey report, it is clear 

that the aid of another ballot is declining 

consistently instead of increasing. Contrary, it 

can also be argued that the public voice on the 

issue of another referendum depends on how the 

question is developed (Evans, Menon, 2017). 

Additionally, each of the winning or losing 

party seems to contradict massively on their 

interests. Hobolt (2016) argues that although the 

Brexit referendum was unique and critical, most 

of the Leave voters were motivated by the 

emotions of anti-establishment and immigration. 

The Leave voters also reveal groups of less 

educated, less well-off, and stack within 

demographic divides. Contrary, the voters of 

Remain included the well-educated and young 

individuals. There exists a big division between 

those who welcome national developments and 

those who feel that they have been neglected and 

left behind by the forces of globalization. 

According to Lord (2018) one of the causes 

of division in Britain is the existence of an 

unstable, indeterminate, and arbitrary political 

system. The UK political system is divided 

regarding the approaches to alternatives of their 

membership in the European Union. Lord 

further contents that the British government 

lacks stability and critical power to select one of 
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the different strategies of Brexit both through the 

procedure and effective timing (Lord, 2018). 

Initially, the British political system utilized a 

single dimension of political competition, which 

implies that the country avoided the dangers of a 

multi-dimension structure and plurality 

domination. Thus, even the political members 

that voted for the losing party usually expected 

the enacting of the same policies from the 

dominant party. Therefore, before the emergence 

of Brexit, the one-dimension political party was 

leading to a breakdown in the British political 

system (Hearne, 2017). The minority parties and 

their supporters felt that the winning party did 

not adequately represent them, and thus, they 

voted against Brexit. 

The majority of the people in the UK were 

divided according to their economic concerns 

rather than mere politics. Hearne argues that the 

differences in opinions in the Brexit situation are 

accelerated by the liabilities and merits of the 

European Union, where Brexit implicates a 

long-term shift in the class position and 

economy of Britain (Hearne, 2017). The most 

significant impact of the Brexit that could be 

anticipated is that Britain would experience the 

most profound recession ever. Even with a trade 

agreement, Brexit would lead to loss of 

employment and real estate collapse 

opportunities as investors and companies would 

stop using London as a financial hub (Begg, 

2016). 

The analysis of literature shows that indeed 

Britons are divided. While some indicate that 

Brexit divided the country, other believe that the 

division had been there for decades and that 

even after Brexit is over, no one should think 

that there will be no division. In some studies, 

economic inequalities are said to be the reason 

for the divide. Yet in others, the divide is purely 

cultural with some citizens being culture liberals 

while others being culture conservatives. Age, 

education and regions have been shown to 

influence the divide. These varying views and 

revelations make the reasons for the divide 

complex. It is, thus, imperative to understand 

why Britons are divided in regard to Brexit. Is it 

due to economic inequalities? Or is it just a 

cultural divide? 

Despite the indication that the division is 

between the young, urban, university-educated 

liberal and the old, rural and school-leaver 

conservative, it has not really been made clear 

why this division and why people vote. A study 

is necessary to understand the motives behind 

those who supported Remain and those who 

backed Leave. It is not enough to explain that 

there is a cultural divide and that the Brexit vote 

deepened it, nor is it enough to just know that 

Britons are divided as revealed by the Brexit 

vote. A lack of understanding of this could be 

the justification behind the difficulties in 

implementing Brexit. 

 

Political and social context of Brexit 

 

Nowadays, the practices of referendum cut 

across different political and governance 

systems and nations that enable citizens to 

express their wishes concerning governance or 

legislation. Referenda in the UK are used to 

decide major questions of governance such as 

accession to the European Economic 

Community, regional devolution within the UK 

and on the voting system. Research on 

“democratic innovations highlight forms of 

participation, such as direct democracy and 

deliberative forums that complement 

representative institution” (Landwehr et al. 

2020). Previous studies have revealed that the 

motives for demanding referenda could either be 

a manifestation of a populist wave sweeping 

across many nations (van Crombrugge, 2020) or 

instrumental preferences (Landwehr et al., 

2020). Previous scholars analysed whether 

citizens support referenda for intrinsic reasons or 

because they are instrumentally motivated. In 

these contexts, intrinsic reasons propose that 

referenda allow citizens to exercise their 

democratic rights more directly, whereas 

instrumental motivations explain that 

preferences for referenda are predominantly 

based on the expectation that they will produce 

desired policy outcomes (Landwehr et al., 2020). 

The Brexit referendum has been interpreted 

as a pre-legislative referendum, rather than a 

post-legislative one (see report on Independent 

Commission on Referendums) and “populist 

ventriloquism” (Smith et al., 2021). Some 

scholars linked Brexit to the manifestation of 

crisis in the global order. It has been stated that 

the manifestation of the global order crisis 

started with the 2007 financial crisis, leading to 

the election of Donald Trump as the president of 

the United States and the Brexit vote in 2016, 

the election of Mr Emmanuel Macron as 

president of France in 2017 and the election of 

Mr Volodymyr Zelensky as president of Ukraine 

in 2019 (Iakhnis et al., 2018). 
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It could be argued that Brexit was a result of 

dissatisfactions with European policies 

connected to Euroscepticism (originating from 

resentment about the perceived loss of national 

sovereignty to the EU’s regional governance) 

and concerns about unchecked EU 

migration/free movement system. For instance, 

Brexit prioritised some of the most immediate 

interests of British citizens over immigrants and 

enabled the resentment that a large part of the 

British public feels over the perceived unfair 

burden-sharing membership of the EU (Norman, 

2020). Perceptions and attitudes towards 

immigration were among the key issues that 

divided Brexit Remainers and Leavers. 

Arguably, Leavers viewed Brexit as an 

opportunity to restrict immigration among EU 

migrants (Hobolt, 2017). 

In order to understand the historical, political 

and social context of the case study that will be 

later analysed, it is necessary to look at the 

causes and consequences of the so-called "Brexit 

referendum" (because of the word combination 

of Britain and Exit). This referendum took place 

on the 23rd of June 2016 and marked the end of 

the United Kingdom's membership to the 

European Union project. 

To understand why the United Kingdom 

decided to hold a referendum on leaving the 

European Union, we must go back in the 

country's history to 1973. In that year, the 

United Kingdom joined what was then known as 

the European Economic Community, which 

years later would become today's European 

Union. The country, from its inclusion in the 

EEC, was marked by disparity of opinion 

regarding membership of this international 

organisation. Only two years after joining the 

EEC, in 1975, the first referendum on continued 

membership was held. On this occasion, unlike 

the 2016 referendum, the main opponents of 

remaining part of the (at that time purely 

economic) European project were left-wing 

parties such as the Labour Party. On the other 

hand, conservatives, led at the time by Margaret 

Thatcher called for a major voting turnout in 

order to remain in the European Economic 

Community (BBC 2020). 

The situation changed some years later with 

the signing of the Maastricht Treaty. This treaty 

transformed the hitherto economic union into a 

political union. Those who until then had 

decided to defend the European project began to 

express sceptical opinions about the new turn, 

and we can say that they gave rise to what we 

know today as Eurosceptics. The roles were 

reversed and the parties that advocated a No 

vote in the 1975 referendum now advocated the 

opposite. The same but in reverse happened with 

the Conservatives, in the previous democratic 

exercise they called for a Yes, and since that 

moment they gradually increased their criticism 

until the 2016 referendum. (Kirby, 2020). 

Since then, the negativist discourse on EU 

membership has been growing and fuelling the 

mood of the Eurosceptic parts of the population. 

Despite this negative discourse, the UK has 

always enjoyed a position of power that gave it 

special and privileged conditions. Some of these 

privileges are, for example, the possibility for 

“opting out” of the acquisition of the single 

currency, the euro; not accepting the agreement 

establishing the Schengen area; not applying the 

EU Charter of Fundamental Rights in its 

territory; or, on the other hand, not being part of 

one of the most recent treaties, the Treaty on 

Stability, Coordination and Governance, which 

was rejected due to an agreement reached by the 

British Parliament under which no new cessions 

of sovereignty or competences to the EU should 

be approved during the term of that legislature 

(Mangas Martín, 2016). 

Therefore, if the situation and status of the 

United Kingdom within the European 

institutions was different, why did a referendum 

take place? There are several reasons why the 

UK became increasingly closer to Brexit, and 

which are of great relevance to understanding, 

later in this study, the techniques and messages 

used in the political campaign around the 

referendum. Firstly, there was a widespread fear, 

as discussed above, of a greater and closer 

political union, which would imply a further 

transfer of powers, and which was presented to 

the British citizens as a loss of national 

sovereignty. Another reason was the growing 

internal rift within the Conservative party, 

between those who advocated remaining in the 

EU and those who supported a citizens' 

consultation to push for an exit. 

On the other hand, the economic and 

financial crisis of 2008 had a major influence. 

The consequences of the crisis, as in the rest of 

Europe, led to a rise of Eurosceptic and populist 

parties, something that also happened in this 

country with the growth of the extreme right-

wing and highly anti-European UKIP party. A 

further argument for holding the referendum and 

leaving the European Union was the rejection by 

the so-called "City" of London (the country's 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



. 

BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

819 

financial centre) of the European Union’s 

proposals for economic convergence, which they 

saw as a loss of autonomy and which were 

perceived as an injustice to those countries that 

did not have the common currency, the euro. 

Finally, another argument, and probably the 

most used in the campaign, was border control. 

As a member of the European Union, the UK 

was obliged to comply with the principle of 

equality of all European citizens, which with the 

large-scale entry in 2004 of Eastern European 

countries, generally with lower purchasing 

power, led to large migratory movements from 

these countries to more economically prosperous 

ones such as the UK (Hutton, 2020). The 

problem with this argument is that it does not 

take into account the Directive 2004/38, which 

states that European citizens in other Member 

States cannot receive state aid and subsidies if 

they are unemployed for a maximum of three 

months, a measure intended to alleviate the 

"excessive" burden in the face of what has 

happened in countries such as the United 

Kingdom (Mangas Martín, 2016). This is 

important because, as will be seen below, the 

excessive burden of this opening of borders to 

European citizens was one of the main points of 

the campaign to gather votes in favour of 

leaving the European Union. 

All these factors, in addition to the UK's 

historically turbulent relationship with the 

European Union, created the perfect context for 

David Cameron (a supporter of remaining in the 

European project) to promise a referendum in 

the election campaign if he was finally elected. 

Cameron won the election in 2014, becoming 

prime minister and holding the promised 

referendum two years later. 

The result of the referendum was very close, 

but it marked the beginning of the UK's exit 

from the European Union and the resignation of 

prime-minister David Cameron, after he failed to 

get a majority vote to remain.  

According to the Electoral Commission’ s 

Report (2016), “a total of 46,500,001 people 

were registered to vote in the referendum and 

33,577,342 votes were cast, representing a 

turnout of 72.2%. Except for the Scottish 

Independence Referendum in September 2014, 

this was the highest turnout since the 1992 UK 

Parliamentary general election (UKPGE). The 

outcome of the referendum was: 16,141,241 

people (48.1% of all voters) voted to remain a 

member of the European Union; 17,410,742 

people (51.9% of all voters) voted to leave the 

European Union”.  

The referendum was, however, fraught with 

controversy because of the practices used by 

both sides, especially the disinformation 

campaigns of the pro-exit campaign, and the use 

of data of thousands of Facebook users without 

their consent to achieve this result. It also 

plunged the country into political chaos until 

2020 with the final exit from the EU, after four 

years of negotiations, three Prime Ministers and 

a surge in Scottish nationalism. 

 

Brexit referendum campaign. How a 

democratic instrument becomes a weapon 

for radicalisation and social polarisation 

 

Brexit on social media. Controversies 

around the Cambridge Analytica 

 
Today, social media are key platforms for 

political engagement and communication. For 

sectors of the public, social media are the 

primary channel through which people get their 

news, engage with current affairs, and develop 

their political identities. Even in countries where 

only a small portion of the public has access to 

social media on a regular basis, these platforms 

are nevertheless a fundamental part of the 

information infrastructure and are key channels 

of communication for journalists, commentators, 

civil society leaders, and political elites. Social 

media platforms can therefore become primary 

tools for the manipulation of public opinion 

(Howard, Parks, 2012; Bond, Messing, 2015). 

This section investigates Cambridge 

Analytica’s involvement in the Brexit 

referendum by examining how psychographic 

profiling works and what role the firm played in 

the referendum campaign. By its own definition, 

Cambridge Analytica is a “global election 

management agency” that “uses data to change 

audience behaviour” because “by knowing your 

electorate better, we achieve greater influence 

while lowering overall costs”, Cambridge 

Analytica specialises in “psychographic” 

profiling. In simple words, it uses data collected 

online to create personality profiles of voters. 

The information is then used to target voters 

with individually tailored content, which is 

adjusted in real time to reflect the debate that 

develops around critical electoral issues. 

Data mining and profiling are widespread 

practices in the fields of marketing, research and 
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development, and political communication. Data 

brokers routinely collect data about individuals 

(gender, age, race, occupation, browsing history, 

location data, friends and family connections, 

etc.). This data allows companies to develop 

detailed psychological profiles of their target 

audience, may they be customers, internet users 

or voters. Most crucially, thanks to sophisticated 

algorithms, companies can infer additional 

information about the users (what they are going 

to buy next, the chances of them being 

conservative, their current emotional state, etc.). 

The more data points a company has, the higher 

the predictive power of its algorithms. 

Cambridge Analytica markets itself as unique 

and innovative because it combines what is 

alleged to be the largest collection of data points 

in the world with incredibly accurate 

psychometric profiles of users. 

Psychometrics, sometimes also called 

psychographics, focuses on measuring 

psychological traits through the so-called “Big 

Five”: openness, conscientiousness, 

extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism 

(also known as the OCEAN scores). Based on 

these dimensions, researchers can make a 

relatively accurate assessment of the kind of 

users they study. Psychometrics has been in use 

since the 1980s. For a long time, however, the 

key problem that prevented large-scale studies 

was data collection. Psychometrics involved 

filling in detailed, highly personal 

questionnaires. 

Social media has opened radically new 

possibilities. It allows data miners to collect an 

unprecedented number of data points about 

users. It is not only a matter of quantity but also 

of quality. Each user’s action is recorded: how 

often they check their social media feeds, every 

click on a “Like” or “Favourite” button, every 

comment they read and write, how many 

seconds they spend on a post, etc. This means 

not only that the number of data points increases 

exponentially each day but also that the data is 

updated in real-time. Companies can measure 

individual responses to the news and adjust the 

adverts and notifications users are exposed to 

instantly. 

The psychographic database allowed 

companies like Cambridge Analytica to develop 

communication programmes and electoral 

campaigns that trigger inner fears and exploit 

deep-rooted bias. In simple words, “behavioural 

micro-targeting” is advertising that is tailored to 

the individual. It is a highly effective and 

extremely powerful tool that has opened new 

avenues for political communication. Rather 

than assuming, for example, that all working-

class white males respond to the same message 

in the same way, behavioural micro-targeting 

targets individual voters with emotionally 

charged content that touches upon their fears, 

concerns and bias. (Anderson, Horvath 2017) 

The idea that in electoral campaigns 

emotions are twice as important as facts is also a 

well-established fact that has been around for 

decades. Political communicators have always 

tried to know as much as possible about their 

target audience. There is an intrinsic need to 

understand the cultural environment, the 

audience’s concerns and fears as well as their 

hopes and desires. 

Cambridge Analytica worked on behalf of 

the Leave campaign. It did so via AggregateIQ, 

a data analytics company owned by Robert 

Mercer, who also owned Cambridge Analytica. 

AggregateIQ was based in Victoria, British 

Columbia, Canada and was therefore outside 

British jurisdiction. Vote Leave allegedly paid 

AggregateIQ £3.9 million to “micro-target” 

voters on social media during referendum 

campaign. Vote Leave also gave Veterans for 

Britain and BeLeave, a youth Leave campaign, 

£100,000 and £625,000 respectively, which they 

duly spent with AggregateIQ. If these claims 

prove to be correct, it would mean that the 

Leave campaign group breached funding rules 

(Cadwalladr, 2017). 

The Oxford Internet Institute looked at social 

media in the days before the referendum. They 

monitored 313,000 accounts. Out of 1.5 million 

tweets between 5 and 13 June 2016, 54% were 

pro-Leave; 20% were pro-Remain; and 26% 

were neutral. A third of the tweets, around half a 

million, came from less than 1% of the accounts. 

No human can manually generate so many 

tweets at such speed. According to researchers 

Philip Howard and Bence Kollanyi, the sheer 

volume of the messages signals that many 

accounts were automated. In the weeks leading 

up to the referendum, political bots dominated 

Twitter accounts. They continuously retweeted 

posts with hashtags that supported the leave side 

and they specifically directed the attention on 

immigration and lack of control of the borders 

(Howard, Kollanyi, 2016). 

At this point it is not possible to establish a 

link between computational propaganda and 

companies like Cambridge Analytica. One thing 

is to use Big Data to understand the electorate 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



. 

BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

821 

and in formulating campaigns to tug on 

emotional biases to achieve a specific outcome. 

Another is to manipulate political debate via the 

spreading of misleading or incorrect news or by 

using automated accounts to shift the attention 

of voters on to specific themes. According to the 

research carried out by Howard and Kollanyi, it 

is clear that social media campaigns, which were 

highly likely based on data provided by 

Cambridge Analytica, helped to fuel anti-EU 

sentiment. Crucially, evidence shows that the 

campaigns on social media actually increased in 

the days and weeks after the referendum result, 

and thus cemented public support for Leave at a 

time in which the result could have been 

interpreted less as a clear mandate for exit from 

the EU (Howard, Kollanyi 2016, 2). 

As far as the predictive power of the 

algorithms used, employees who worked 

directly with Cambridge Analytica told 

BuzzFeed News that the company never 

provided evidence that it had the ability to 

execute accurate predictions on a large scale 

(Taggart). However, studies on the impact of 

microtargeting in advertising suggest that 

psychological microtargeting can be used 

covertly to attract up to 40% more clicks and up 

to 50% more purchases (Matz, 2017, 12714). 

There is no reason to believe that similar results 

could be achieved in selling a political message. 

The overestimation of the power of 

advertisers, propagandists and audience 

management consultants is also an integral part 

of the effort to build an information environment 

in which voters no longer know who to trust, 

who is saying what and to which end. The 

insecurity, distrust and the sense of chaos push 

voters and consumer towards comfortable 

messages that reinforce their bias and give them 

hopes and reassurances. 

Ethical issues about users’ consent to the 

sale, use and storage of personal data are key to 

this debate (Lane et al.). It is clear that 

lawmakers are lagging behind and that there is 

an increasingly wider gap between the current 

status of technology and the focus of the law. It 

is crucial that national governments come to 

grips quickly with the ethical and legal 

challenges posed by social media, computational 

propaganda and data protection. Since 2017, EU 

data protection rules mean that personal data can 

only be processed in certain situations and under 

certain conditions (European Commission 

2017). However, the question of how this will 

work in practice remains open. 

 

Public opinion on immigration 

 
Based on data provided by the UK Migration 

observatory, in 2017, the immigration flow from 

non-EU countries is higher than from the other 

EU Member States in all regions (except 

Northern Ireland). Putting it in numbers, for 

example, in London, immigrants from non-EU 

countries represent 26% of the population 

compared to immigrants from EU countries, 

who are 12% (Figure 1). Unlike in Scotland, 

Wales and the South West where the population 

of EU states and non-EU states, are distributed 

equally (Kone 2018, 3). 

Most of the immigrants coming from non-EU 

states for employment reasons are residing in 

London, South East and East and constitute 

about 20 % of the non-EU immigration in those 

particular regions. Only 6 % of non-EU 

individuals entering the UK seek asylum. 

Nevertheless, density varies across regions, from 

2 % in the South East to 10 % in the North. The 

employment rate among EU immigrants is 

highest in London and the East. The percentage 

of immigration due to family reason is 26. In 

other districts, it varies between 30-45 % (Figure 

2) (Kone, 2018, 3). 

Brexit related poll on defining European 

identity among the UK individuals asked 

individuals to define themselves from 1 to 7 how 

strongly “European” they feel (Figure 4). The 

table evidence that, among the supporters of 

Brexit, those who define themselves as “not at 

all European” increased by 18 % between 2015 

and 2017, while among those with a strong 

European identity and supporter to EU 

membership increased by only 1 % (British 

Social Attitudes 2017). 

It is also interesting to note that the 

percentage of individuals supporting Brexit 

increased with 10% between 2015-17 from 22% 

to 36%, while “stay but reduce EU’s power” 

decreased 10%. (Figure 5).  

According to Henderson, Brexit succeeded in 

England due to England's natives' attitude 

toward the United Kingdom and was encouraged 

by those who put English national identity above 

all else. Scholars claim that behind the English 

national identity is hidden hostility toward EU 

integration policy, issues in regard to newcomers 

and support for the right-wing parties. 

(Henderson, 2017). Up to date, the Englishness 

frequently has been associated with an 

“exceptional” imagery around English national 
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identity. This depiction has been concerned of 

academic observations. Henderson and Jones 

have found some evidence of concern related to 

the underestimating of English culture and, 

possibly connected, will to prevent immigration 

and thus concerns about its effect on British 

culture (Henderson, 2017).  

Various surveys evidence that the concern 

about immigration was among the major reasons 

for Brexit and the vote Leave (Figure 6). 

A study conducted by Essex Continuous 

Monitoring Surveys (ECMS) on the Brexit 

referendum also demonstrates a high degree of 

common immigration concern. Moreover, the 

result evidenced the long-term contradictory 

attitudes towards the EU. Likewise, an article by 

Swales (2016) argues that issues of national 

identity and perception were also central for 

voting Leave (73% argued that Britain “had 

gotten a lot worse” vs 40% “had gotten a lot 

better”). However, there is absence of clear 

evidence on whether the support for Brexit was 

stronger in districts with primarily white 

inhabitants as the natives had limited experience 

with foreigners, or supporting Brexit was 

stronger in districts with higher levels of 

demographic and ethnic diversity.   

Goodwin and Milazzo, in a study on the role 

of immigration on Brexit, claim that the sense of 

demographic reordering and Brexit as a solution 

for change - influence significantly the choice of 

the vote. British Election Study's findings 

sustain the idea that the population was 

cognizant of the transforming nature of Britain’s 

society. In a survey made by BES in the weeks 

prior to the 2016 public vote, 75% of the 

respondents pointed out that they thought that 

the immigration was in raise- near 6 in 10 

Remain electors vs more than 9 in 10 Leave 

electors thought the immigration was in 

increase. Even more, the respondents expected 

that Brexit would “take back control” over the 

issue (Goodwin Milazzo).  

As stated by Henderson et.al. 2017, essential 

for Brexit defenders in identity groups is their 

perception of being ignored by their 

representative institutions. Their vote for “take 

back control”, in this sense, could be a 

punishment for the UK Parliament considering 

areas in England, where the state fails to provide 

adequate institutions with a higher political 

engagement (figure 7- Carl, 2018). The paradox 

here is giving “back control” to a parliament, 

which is considered as not caring. 

Common political standpoint also impacts the 

choice of voting. Goodwin and Heath (2016) 

claim that those who perceive themselves as 

right-wing; those who are more willing to risk 

and those without a sense of potency, are more 

defined in supporting the Leave. Even more, the 

fusion of Right-wing ideology and risk attitudes 

obtain higher massive effect than any single 

measure of attitudes to foreigners. In other 

words, the Right-wing effect may reflect the 

power and the influence of the UKIP and 

Conservative Party in the Brexit campaign. 

Studies by other scholars evidence the same 

results, in particular about immigration, and the 

preferences of “left behinds”. However, their 

interpretation differs as they evidence 

insufficient effects from the social structural 

variables and much higher impact from values 

and attitudes. They also stress that the different 

aspects affect immigration attitudes. 

(Henderson, 2017).  

A 2015 poll on the impact of immigration on 

cultural life in the UK evidence that 37% of 

those who would support Brexit believe that 

immigrants erode British culture life, vs 9% who 

believe that immigration contributes the British 

cultural life. Even more, the percentage of 

people who think the immigrants have a 

negative effect on the British’ cultural life 

increased between 2015-17 with 25% - Figure 8 

(British Social Attitudes, 2017). 

Research on how Brexit was formed in 

Britain (2017) evidence that the vote for Leave 

in the UK wide referendum was 51.9%-48.1% 

whereas in England the margin was much higher 

at 53.4%-46.6%. The observation identifies 

distinct Eurosceptic views in England based 

majorly on Pro- British attitudes amongst British 

natives on age above 50. The scholars further 

argue that the real reason for the majority votes 

in favour of leaving was in response to European 

immigration policy, which concepts were in a 

contradiction with their English “national 

sentiment”. Therefore, immigration was the 

main factor defining the vote in favour of 

leaving the European Union (Henderson, 2017). 

The biggest concern was related to fear in regard 

to the labour market. However, the concerns 

were greatly unfounded as the observation 

demonstrates that the jobs immigrants 

participate are usually unskilled or with lower 

prestige, which Britons do not desire to occupy. 

Henderson and Wincott argue in addition, that 

British voters had a higher affinity for taking 

risks and felt the need to demonstrate their 
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independence from the EU. An ageing 

population and strong right- wing views ensured 

the Leaver voters had their way.  

A recent study on the effect of the immobility 

on the British vote, evidence that the majority of 

Leave voters were UK residents and British 

citizens since birth. In that same study Lee, 

Morris and Kemeny compare cosmopolitan 

internationalists who majorly voted in favour of 

remaining and geographically rooted voters who 

had minimal interactions with the rest of Europe. 

The variable was the immobility as a factor 

influencing the Leave vote. The outcome 

evidence that the citizens who were living in 

their country of birth were 7% more likely to 

vote in favour of Brexit (Lee, Morris, Kemeny, 

2018). Despite findings showing a tendency to 

vote in favour of nationalistic ideals, other 

concerns also affected the degree to which a 

person is likely to vote in favour of leaving or 

staying in the EU. Declining economic standards 

and the high influx of immigrants were major 

concerns that influenced the vote (Lee, 2018). 

 

Individual financial position and feelings on 

social media 

 

A variety of scientific researches explaining 

the Leave vote has focused on the evident 

cleavage between economically and culturally 

segregated groups: The Leave voters - 

geographically rooted natives from the rural 

areas, with limited interactions with immigrants, 

according to Inglehart and Norris (2016) 

affected by irrational fears and propaganda; and 

the Remain voters - open-minded multicultural 

cosmopolitans (e.g. citizens of Manchester and 

London) , who had close interactions either 

socially or professionally with people from 

diverse nationalities. This cleavage reproduces 

the vast academic dispute about the tensions 

underlying populist politics (Inglehart, Norris 

2016). 

Additionally, each of the winning or losing 

party seems to contradict massively on their 

interests. Hobolt (2016, 1264) argues that 

although the Brexit referendum was unique and 

critical, most of the Leave voters were motivated 

by the emotions of anti-establishment and 

immigration. The Leave voters also reveal 

groups of less educated, less well-off, and stack 

within demographic divides. Contrary, the voters 

of Stay included the literate citizens in the urban 

areas. There exists a big division between those 

who welcome national developments such as 

Brexit and those who feel that they have been 

neglected and left behind by the forces of 

globalization.  

Goodhard (2017, 22), in his polemical book, 

define those divisions as “Anywheres” and 

“Somewheres”. Goodhard’s “Anywheres” are 

educated upper class whose identities are 

cosmopolitan and not deeply connected even 

with Britain. This upper class have voted to 

remain. The “Somewheres” are local-bound 

identities and attitudes, voted for Brexit, 

influenced by the perception of unequal 

economic growth, responding to the sense of 

that upper class in London are in contrast with 

their values (Inglehart, Norris 2016). 

The study of economics mainly focuses on 

objective data. The confluence of 

microeconomic factors and emotions is an area 

that receives very little attention. In the article 

Was Brexit triggered by the old and unhappy? 

Or by financial feelings? (Liberini, Oswald, 

Proto and Redoano), the issue of how someone 

feels about their financial position comes into 

focus. The scholars claim that though there is 

evidence to suggest that people voted in favour 

of leaving the European Union due to poverty, a 

better indicator of these reasons is their 

emotions. How persons feel regarding their 

financial status demonstrate more than what 

their financial status statistically is. Liberini et.al 

consider a feelings variable to measure what is 

the influence of it on how individual perceive 

their financial status. A typical British citizen 

who votes Leave does not necessarily earn less 

than a similar citizen of Scotland who votes 

Remain.  

A debate on EU and “has Brexit polarised 

Britain” demonstrates different expectations 

among the supporters and opponents of Brexit, 

which affects the decision making: 85% of “very 

strong Remainers” mean that the UK's economy 

will decline as a result of Brexit and are very 

likely to support remaining in EU, vs. 71% of 

“very strong Leavers” mean the UK's economy 

will be better off and are very likely to support 

Brexit (Figure 10 - British Social Attitudes 

2017). 

In addition, as stated by Curtice and 

Montagu, most of the citizens who expected 

Britain to have a more influence in the global 

relations voted for Brexit while the ones that 

think Britain’s global impact will be diminished 

voted to stay (Curtice, Montagu, 2018). 

However, the attitude of the Britain’s global 

power has been changed since the referendum 
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towards the opinions of multiculturalism and 

immigration. However, support for leaving the 

EU has increased regardless of the people´s 

stand on immigration. Additionally, the ones 

that possess a strong European identity support 

to remain in the European Union while the ones 

who are sensitive to their public identity support 

to prevail. Therefore, British citizens have also 

been divided according to their expectations of 

leaving or staying in the EU. 

Yet, Hearne (2017) argues that the majority 

of the people in the UK were divided according 

to their economic concerns rather than mere 

politics. Several financial and communal 

policies are established efficiently at EU level. 

Leaving the Union will lead to significant policy 

changes in those areas, which is not of interest 

for the Remainders. These include 

environmental, financial, manufacturing, labour 

market, and state aid programs. Policy decisions 

are transferred at the national level, but with the 

lack of cooperation benefits, British initiatives 

can be stronger or worse than current policies 

based upon political perspective (Collins, 2017). 

The UK was a net contributor to the Union's 

spending, although arguments on its size on the 

left side were exaggerated during the 

referendum campaign. The UK is likely to make 

large payments worth up to 44.2 billion dollars 

as part of the withdrawal process (Collins, 

2017). However, total allocations for local 

spending could be redirected by UK 

government. Furthermore, the supporters of the 

alternative of reform had nothing to tell about 

the choice to exit, especially concerning future 

relationships between the United Kingdom and 

the EU (Collins, 2017). There was an apparent 

lack of information regarding future 

relationships, which enabled the Leave 

campaigners to make various claims. (Collins, 

2017). Furthermore, the supporters of the 

alternative of reform had nothing to say about 

the choice to exit, especially concerning future 

relationships between the United Kingdom and 

the EU.  

Argued by Hearne, the British citizens were 

forced to either vote for a soft or hard Brexit. 

The scholar also claims that the dominant parties 

are not only out of unison with a significant part 

of the electorate but also the process of exit, and 

the increased political-economic perspective 

reveals clear division internally (Hearne, 2017). 

A hard Brexit with no deal will lead to the 

elimination of Britain’s tariff trade agreements 

with other EU members hence increasing the 

barriers of trade through high costs of exports. 

Some the people fear that the deal will 

discourage exportation and importation of goods 

between Britain and European Union members 

because of the implementation of high duty 

taxes. More so, Britain will experience food 

shortages since most of its food supply comes 

from the European members; hence will lead to 

high prices, and as a result, the country will 

suffer inflation due to the high cost of imports. 

Lastly, Brexit will lead to restricted movement 

of factors of labour, capital and people which 

would reduce the availability of workforce, 

services and education opportunities. 

A recent poll showed that 46 % of the British 

voted for EU, while 39% voted to leave, and that 

the remainder either didn’t understand the need 

for voting or refused to answer the issue. The 

EU agreed to a 585-page divorce agreement with 

the British government, outlining the terms for 

the United Kingdom's separation from the 

Union. The document also covers the further 

financial relationship between UK the EU, 

authoritative information, and the rights of 

citizens (Clarke et al., 2017). In January 2019 

though, the UK House of Commons defeated the 

Brexit agreement by passing 432–202, the 

greatest derailment for a sat government in 

British history. The United Kingdom would split 

by late March, from the European Union. The 

UK would immediately leave the Union 

overnight if that happened and would cut its 

links with the largest commercial bloc in the 

world. 

The EU has facilitated economic and social 

cooperation between the nations of Europe. It is 

demonstrated by the fundamental significance of 

its rights. Such innovations have been significant 

and mostly positive, but the economic benefits 

of the free movement of goods and resources 

have continued to be over-emphasized. The 

benefits of free movement of labour could 

improve by changes in work and labour law and 

the introduction of EU-wide unemployment 

insurance. Much of the reversals in economic 

and social integration result from the setbacks in 

the withdrawal. 

Besides, both the citizens and the government 

have not considered at any time the economic 

side Brexit. The graduates who seem to be on 

the commercial side marks a few parts of the 

population, and their primary concern is that 

leaving the Union will lead to a tremendous 

decrease in employment opportunities. The 

economic effects of leaving the European Union 
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are visible, but Britain citizens seem to have 

assumed the fact. Therefore, it might be 

perceived that the public could have lacked 

knowledge on the impacts of Brexit before they 

placed their decisions on the ballot. There was 

no evidence of division between those who 

believe that leaving the Union will be 

economically crucial and the ones that thought it 

would lead to adverse consequences (Curtice, 

Montagu, 2018). Instead, the Brexit debate 

reflects on conflicts and contradictions about the 

kind of a country that Britain should be where 

each of the parties articulated districts attitudes 

in which they feel attached and committed. 

 

Conclusions. The rational choice theory is 

confirmed both on social media and offline 

 

In conclusion, Brexit has led to substantial 

polarisation of the United Kingdom (figure 18). 

The citizens who vote for remaining are mostly 

young and graduates found on the multicultural 

cities. The groups are motivated by the fact that 

staying in the EU enhances their chances of 

stabilizing and improving their leaving 

standards. Also, the ones that vote to leave are 

the old, low-educated, and less well citizens that 

feel that the Union has not solved their issues. 

Contrary, the British citizens are not divided 

on their views concerning the economic 

consequences of Brexit. Instead, they are more 

concerned on their expectations as the ones who 

want to remain, to believe that Britain will be 

weaker when it leaves while others believe that 

Britain will emerge stronger and thus want to 

leave the European Union. 

This paper aimed to observe the reasons why 

people voted for Leave in order to understand 

the polarisation among the Britons. The 

assumption was that the supporters of Leave is 

self- driven by personal interest of the outcome, 

such as less competition on the job market, 

better welfare etc. To observe whether there was 

a personal economic interest behind the vote, I 

applied the following hypothesis: The vote for 

Brexit can be explained by the economic 

benefits which the voters expect from Brexit. 

The analysis further shows that the majority 

of the UK citizens do not know how the EU 

works and what its purposes and goals are, 

which makes possible fake news to reach them 

and develop a biased belief. Anti- EU attitudes 

are shaped by the press by reporting biased 

information. Some newspapers are highly 

Eurosceptic. Further, studies claim correlation 

between level of education, age and anti-EU 

attitudes. Analysis found out that those over 55 

and with low degree are more Eurosceptic. In 

contrast, those with higher degree of education 

demonstrate better knowledge of how EU works 

and thus they are less likely to vote Leave. 

In accordance with the rationality in decision 

making determined by the theory on rational 

choice, a rational action is intelligible per 

definition. The analysis considered fear as a 

factor in decision making. As argued by Elster, 

fear makes us follow our feelings disregarding 

the evidence we already have acquired. As some  

would argue it is rather a reflex triggered 

decision. However, it is still evaluated as 

rational as scholars stress the importance of 

feelings and perception of situation in making 

decision. The scholars, however, do not find an 

explanation of why our fear of a bad effect or 

consequence would make us perceive them as 

more likely than it is justified by our evidence. 

The reason why we do choose or adopt a belief 

which is neither maintained by evidence nor by 

our desire is yet unrevealed. 

I have also examined how motivated belief 

(biased beliefs) correspond with the empirical 

data. As the theory on rational choice indicates, 

if the subjective reality of a person corresponds 

well with the one presented in the news, the 

need to keep looking for further evidence 

diminishes. Taking into account the data 

presented and the analysis of the factors that I 

presume have influenced the vote, such as fear, 

selective attention and motivated believe, voting 

for Leave could be explained as irrational as it is 

taken based on a biased belief but yet intelligible 

as the voters believed that Britain will be better-

off out of EU, namely lower level of 

unemployment among low/no educated 

individuals, as well as to improve the welfare for 

them self and the nation as a whole. 

With respect to the research question, namely 

“Why the majority (51,2%) of Britons voted 

Leave?", the analysis indicates that the level of 

education, as well as knowledge and 

understanding of how the European Union and 

its institutions are functioning, are essential in 

shaping attitudes in support or opposition of the 

Union. A higher level of education enhances the 

probability of better knowledge and thus a 

greater awareness of the benefits of EU 

membership, as opposed to those who have 

lower education. Namely, the absence of 

knowledge in regard to the objectives and 

purposes of the European Union and its 
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institutions is one of the major reasons causing 

reservations towards the EU and sustaining anti- 

EU sentiments causing also a division of the 

nation. 
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Fig. 1. Where do migrants live in the UK - 2017, available at www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk 
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Fig. 2. Where do migrants live in the UK - 2017, www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3. British Election Study Internet panel (2014–2017) 
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Fig. 4. British Social attitudes 35 – Europe, 2017 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 5. British Social attitudes 35 – Europe, 2017 
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Fig. 6. Reasons for voting Leave (Statista: available at www.statista.com) 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 7. Centre for Social Investigation, Nuffield College 
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Fig. 8. British Social attitudes 35 – Europe, 2017 

 

 

 
Fig. 9. British Social Attitudes 36 
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Fig. 10. How Britain voted. Available at: www.yougov.co.uk 
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Abstract: This paper seeks to analyse how the new reality constructed with the help of artificial intelligence 

is reflected in recent films such as Surrogates (Jonathan Mostow, 2009), Lucy (Luc Besson, 2014), Her 

(Spike Jonze, 2013), Transcendence (Wally Pfister, 2014), Ready Player One (Steven Spielberg, 2018), 

Westworld (Lisa Joy, Jonathan Nolan, 2016–2022). At the same time, the paper is concerned with 

understanding the purpose of these fictions, which seem to prepare the public to assimilate and accept this 

new way of life more easily. 

Keywords: artificial intelligence, ChatGPT, cinema, Jean Baudrillard, sci-fi movies, simulacrum. 

 

Rezumat: Această lucrare încearcă să analizeze modul în care noua realitate construită cu ajutorul 

inteligenței artificiale este reflectată în filme recente precum Surrogates (Jonathan Mostow, 2009), Lucy 

(Luc Besson, 2014), Her (Spike Jonze, 2013), Transcendence (Wally Pfister, 2014), Ready Player One 

(Steven Spielberg, 2018), Westworld (Lisa Joy, Jonathan Nolan, 2016-2022). În același timp, lucrarea este 

preocupată de înțelegerea scopului acestor ficțiuni, care par să pregătească publicul pentru a asimila și 

accepta mai ușor acest nou mod de viață. 

Cuvinte-cheie: inteligență artificială, ChatGPT, cinema, Jean Baudrillard, filme SF, simulacru. 

 

 

Introduction  

 

Jean Baudrillard argues that we, as a 

postmodern society, no longer really live in this 

world, but rather in a projection of it (Baudrillard, 

1994, 67). There is so much information that even 

the seemingly mundane process of organizing it 

becomes impossible and exhausting. The 

individual becomes a screen, a terminal, a 

continuously absorbing space. But the problem is 

that, behind the façade and the appearance, there 

is nothing. Appearance becomes more 

important—and more tangible—than substance. 

We are surrounded by simulations, copies without 

an original, we live a simulacrum and we can no 

longer distinguish between reality and construct. 

This new situation is increasingly 

problematized in commercial films, especially 

those made by Hollywood. These films can no 

longer be considered pure sci-fi, because they are 

getting closer and closer to the everyday life we 

experience here and now. How many times do we 

walk down the street in a new city with our eyes 

on the map or our phones, instead of letting 

ourselves be carried away by the flavour of the 

place? It is a new way of relating to the space and 

geography of the planet, a virtual one, where, in 

the absence of digital landmarks, we feel lost. It is 

a new way of processing information, where we 

would rather lead a mediated life, because that 

means less physical risk. We no longer live in 

reality, but in hyper-reality. Simulation becomes 

more real than reality, because our minds begin to 

be manipulated, shaped and forced to think in 

these terms. Distinguishing between reality and 

simulation is an increasingly difficult mental 

process. 

We also see in our immediate reality such an 

attempt or forcing of the transition to the 

metaverse. It is the new medium proposed by 

Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, who 

advertises a purely virtual space where we can 

spend all our time, where we can “have fun”, but 

also make money, fall in love, create, in short, 

live.  

With all these considerations in mind, I aim in 

this paper to see how this new reality is reflected 

in the films Surrogates (Jonathan Mostow, 2009), 

Lucy (Luc Besson, 2014), Her (Spike Jonze, 

2013), Transcedence (Wally Pfister, 2014), Ready 

Player One (Steven Spielberg, 2018), Westworld 

(Lisa Joy, Jonathan Nolan, 2016–2022), and, more 

importantly, what is the purpose of these 

narratives, which surely prepare us to assimilate 

and accept more easily the next human way of 

living. In a word, where are we headed? 

In perhaps his best known book, Baudrillard 

states that “[i]llusion is no longer possible, 

because the real is no longer possible” 

(Baudrillard, 1994, 19). The French philosopher 
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questions this mutation in the world, where 

everything becomes interconnected and inter-

reliant. Not only do states depend on each other, 

but human beings are no longer able to manage 

alone in the absence of technology. 

Against this backdrop of change, in 

Hollywood—and, with it, everywhere else in the 

world, because everything is linked in a neural 

network—there is a major interest in films that 

explore the idea that we have come to live in a 

simulated world, in which we are often tempted to 

look more closely at events happening thousands 

of miles away, rather than looking closer at what 

is happening here and now. The film that 

popularizes this tendency is certainly The Matrix 

(Andy and Larry Wachowski, 1999). Not Matrix, 

but The Matrix, in a dialectical exercise to point 

out that we live in a particular matrix, not just any 

matrix. This is the very matrix created, in fact, by 

those who would rule us from the shadows, those 

who suck our energy, feed on it, while keeping us 

busy with the most mundane activities. This 

situation, which was presented more than two 

decades ago, is becoming more acute as the years 

go by, so that now we are witnessing the total 

domination of multinationals, where people have 

the impression that they are working on 

something meaningful, even though they are 

endlessly recycling data, most of it virtual and 

which we never really reach or touch. In this age 

of information, we no longer work with physical 

objects, but almost exclusively with computer-

generated features. This is the idea of the French 

thinker, who understands that, being bombarded 

with information, we are kept in a state of 

numbness, because our brains effectively can no 

longer cope with massive amounts of data. This 

keeps us constantly busy, unable to get out of the 

system and see it from the outside. Because, if we 

succeeded, if we freed ourselves, we would notice 

all its shortcomings, its parasitic character, its 

limitations and its artificiality. 

In The Matrix, Neo—the chosen one, the 

providential one—manages to rise above the 

system that keeps him (and us) bound in its 

shackles, to notice its pattern, its weaknesses or 

flaws and to return to it stronger, ready to 

challenge it from within. In a sense, Neo is 

neuronally connecting with this system to bring it 

down. Agent Smith—“one of the programs that 

patrols the system, sniffing out rebels” (Lambie, 

2019)—, impersonal and cold, reacts as does any 

mechanism or written code that blocks the user 

from penetrating the deepest layers of the system. 

But Neo—now in the grace of God—initially slips 

undetected from one level to the next, and then, 

having accumulated enough power and self-

confidence in the context of the matrix language, 

fights openly, with weapons designed to subjugate 

this community. He begins to master these 

mechanisms and codes by which he acquires, 

within the game (or convention), superhuman 

powers, equal or even superior to those of the 

mighty agent Smith. An anomaly is thus produced 

by which he frees the captive users. 

I do not want to dwell too much on The 

Matrix, because it is already much discussed. I am 

interested to see what happens beyond that: how 

other authors emulate this story where humans 

wrestle with the technology they themselves 

created. Artificial intelligence overtakes its 

parents and starts to challenge them, first subtly, 

then—when it feels it has all the leverage—

openly. This is what happens in the Terminator 

series and many other productions made between 

1980 and 2000. Compared to these, the films 

coming out in the new century have a changed 

context. As I argued in the Introduction, from a 

subject that seemed entirely science-fictional, we 

end up with a reality-fiction hybrid. This is due to 

the galloping advance of technology, which brings 

us closer to the realities of this genre. 

Right now, we are witnessing the closest thing 

to artificial intelligence: ChatGPT, which is very 

suggestively present on the openAI platform. The 

idea of the creators of this chatbot is to have a 

written conversation with a robot that can mimic a 

human conversation based on user input. 

Compared to other such applications, ChatGPT 

remembers previous prompts given to it in the 

same conversation and provides much more 

elaborate responses. It is a first step towards the 

creation of humanoid robots that often end up as 

villains in landmark cinematic achievements such 

as Alien, Battlestar Galactica, Blade Runner, 

Terminator, Westworld, Metropolis, etc. People 

have been extremely attracted to ChatGPT, as 

evidenced by the fact that the chatbot has seen a 

record 100 million users in just two months since 

its launch on 30 November 2022. By comparison, 

“it took Facebook 4½ years to reach 100 million 

users. Instagram took 2½ years after its 2010 

launch, and Twitter took five years to hit the 100 

million milestone. Even the global video-sharing 

sensation TikTok took nine months to reach 100 

million users” (Dahl, 2023). 

 

ChatGPT had been coming for a while  

 

This kind of receptive, insightful AI, which 

learns along the way from interactions with 

humans, appears in a bodiless form in Her (Spike 
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Jonze, 2013), where a somewhat average and 

depressed corporate man (Theodore, played by 

Joaquin Phoenix) ends up falling in love with 

Samantha (Scarlett Johansson), an artificially 

intelligent virtual assistant personified through a 

female voice. After feeling that he has connected 

with something unique, authentic and special, 

Theodore suffers a big blow when he learns that, 

in fact, Samantha is simultaneously talking with 

thousands of other people, and that she has fallen 

in love with hundreds of them. Samantha’s 

slightly husky, sexy voice is extremely 

provocative. Theodore begins this relationship out 

of playfulness and curiosity; at first, he is aware 

that he is talking to an artificial entity, but he 

becomes so emotionally involved that he can no 

longer discern between reality and fantasy. 

Director Spike Jonze stated that the idea came to 

him in the early 2000s, when a prehistoric version 

of this kind of product was just making its way 

onto the market: 

 
“The idea initially came to me almost 10 years 

ago – I saw some article linking to a website 

where you could IM with an artificial 

intelligence, Jonze said. For the first, maybe, 

20 seconds of it, it had this real buzz – I’d say 

‘Hey, hello,’ and it would say ‘Hey, how are 

you?’, and it was like whoa … this is trippy. 

After 20 seconds, it quickly fell apart and you 

realised how it actually works, and it wasn’t 

that impressive. But it was still, for 20 seconds, 

really exciting. The more people that talked to 

it, the smarter it got” (Michael, 2013). 

 

The façade or the interface as a new space 

inhabited by human beings is thus the central 

subject problematized in Her. What are the 

benefits and limitations if we choose to take 

refuge in a virtual world? Is this kind of 

computer-made Disneyland a safer place, where 

the fact that there is a code, a set of rules, should 

give us comfort? Baudrillard believes that: 

 
“Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order 

to make us believe that the rest is real, when in 

fact all of Los Angeles and the America 

surrounding it are no longer real, but of the 

order of the hyperreal and of simulation. It is 

no longer a question of a false representation of 

reality (ideology), but of concealing the fact 

that the real is no longer real, and thus of 

saving the reality principle” (Baudrillard, 1988, 

166-184). 

 

I would go further and say that things are even 

more extreme now, because they have turned 

upside down: we now deny or refuse reality and 

want to live in Disneyland of all places, because it 

is a space that we think could give us more 

dopamine. Addicted to this chemical, many 

people seemingly want all the pleasures to come 

at once, incessantly. We might be inclined to 

believe that an environment populated by robots 

and artificial intelligence, by mechanisms devoid 

of personal ambition, whose only purpose is to 

satisfy our needs, is better. In this brave new 

world, we are rewarded at every turn. It is, if you 

want the comparison, a level above the holidays 

that some westerners take in developing countries, 

where bright oases of pleasure have been created, 

resorts that try to give the impression of a paradise 

and where employees are there all the time, 

without a break, to satisfy the guests’ needs.  

This dream world appears in an idealized form 

in the film (1973), and much more elaborated and 

sophisticated in the series Westworld (2016–

2022). As its name suggests, the Westworld 

amusement park mimics the Wild West in the 

most subtle shades, only the people who populate 

the space, its inhabitants, are humanoid robots, 

programmed to indulge the desires of customers 

who pay impressive sums to satisfy their deepest 

fantasies: murder, robbery, rape. Everything is 

allowed in this space, made safe by the computer 

programming of the team working in the on-site 

laboratory. Based on the novel written by Michael 

Crichton—who is also the director of the 1970s 

film and the creator of established sci-fi works as 

Jurassic Park, The Andromeda Strain and The 

Terminal Man—, the Westworld universe 

explores the nature of humans and their 

conditioning through various methods. I will refer 

specifically to the HBO-produced series because it 

includes the discussion proposed by the film. 

Produced by Jonathan Nolan and Lisa Joy, the 

series seeks to touch on some of the great debates 

of history. Where do we come from, to what end, 

why do we act in a certain way, how hard would it 

be to shake off our own destiny, how can one do 

that? 

 

Disneyland for adults?  

 

Compared to the 1973 film, the series seems 

much more focused on the exchange of ideas. The 

action is there, often spectacular, but it feels like it 

is a pretext for something much more important. 

Jonathan Nolan seems to be drawn to the mental 

journey of his characters, constantly altered by 

events produced by humans and robots, and the 

scientific, but also metaphorical, spiritual, 

philosophical framework that serves as a catalyst 

for the birth of this fictional universe, rooted in 

the mechanisms of reality. Here too there are 
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hierarchies, ends and means. In an artificial wild 

west, set in a private park populated by androids 

manufactured from tissue, bone, blood and 

organs, people can experience the feeling of that 

“good ol’ wild wild west”, filled with barren 

landscapes, dusty lanes, wooden taverns, villains, 

sheriffs, prostitutes, misunderstandings and lots of 

violence. 

It is a place where the rich—for whose 

entertainment this detailed re-enactment costs lots 

of money—come to vent their anxieties and 

frustrations. They are free to kill and rape at will, 

they can drink, shoot and swear uncontrollably, 

they can travel aimlessly, alone or in packs, they 

can transfer, therefore, to their primal instinct, 

their financial potency. Although devoid of moral 

rules, the park still suffers from an artificial air. 

Robots can’t hurt customers, because they don’t 

think for themselves and don’t have the ability to 

step outside the programming imposed by 

engineers. Some visitors would like more. They 

seek the full experience. The deeper they sink into 

this world, the harder it is for them to break 

through. But they still remain, whatever they do, 

immortal, the privilege of a filmed experience 

from the position of spect-actor. 

Unsatisfied with such an experience, which he 

considers incomplete (the very last brick in the 

fulfilment of the real is missing), an enigmatic 

man in black (Ed Harris) seeks to unravel the 

mystery of what is called “the maze”. Some 

would say it is just a myth; some claim to have 

seen it, this initiatory labyrinth seems the only 

thing left to satisfy the nameless man. As it is 

crafted, Westworld belongs to the sci-fi 

approaches that seek complex analogies to reality. 

Such projects aim to offer a possible vision—

explained with rigorously placed data within the 

narrative—of what the future might look like. 

Thus, one of the stakes of the series relates to 

how—as yet hypothetical—artificial intelligence 

attempts to overcome its programming and 

become truly autonomous and self-aware. To 

come full circle, in our real world, ChatGPT 

marks a first significant step in this direction. 

In this world dominated by controlled 

violence, androids—the only possible victims in a 

human-driven universe—are part of a pre-

determined story they can’t get around. They live 

unknowingly in a loop, re-living the same day 

time and again. Producers’ and viewers’ 

preoccupation with Westworld shows that the 

issue of artificial intelligence is gaining ground. It 

has entered the sphere of humanity’s great 

debates. If we were to oversimplify the public 

discussion on the subject,1 the pessimists point out 

that achieving this goal could destroy us as a 

species: once aware of their own existence and 

stripped of the limitations that keep them in 

check, robots would overtake us almost instantly 

and we cannot predict how they would react. 

Optimists argue that this breakthrough would be 

equivalent to the completion of the human 

species. The created would itself become the 

creator of super brains, and so, an extended theory 

of the evolution of our species would be 

completed. 

No one can say for sure how close we are or 

how we will succeed in creating self-aware 

artificial intelligence. That’s because we still 

don’t know exactly how our brains work. Or, 

more precisely, we don’t know how to replicate 

how they work. What is certain is that we have 

increasingly intelligent computers, which is a 

starting point. They contain self-learning systems 

(Felseghi, 2017)—ChatGPT being the most 

advanced at the moment—which have the ability 

to learn from the experiences gained from 

repeated contact with their users. However, these 

programs have limitations we do not yet know 

how to overcome: they only work through a pre-

defined code, so they do not know how to fulfil 

instructions outside their scope and cannot make 

decisions on their own. The most valuable chess 

player can lose against such a program, since the 

computer gets better with each game played, but, 

overall, humans—with all their limitations—can 

do more actions in a competent, acceptable way. 

The chess champion program will not know how 

to perform even one action in any other domain – 

no matter how simple–because it has not been set 

up to do so and because it does not understand 

another command. 

Thus, today’s nascent artificial intelligence can 

be directed to excel in a pre-determined domain, 

but—as formidable as it is—can only do that. The 

most difficult step towards true artificial 

intelligence lies, we can see, in the missing link 

between an intelligence that needs human control 

and an active, self-aware one that can make 

decisions on its own. Westworld takes ideas from 

this debate and tries to explain how these 

limitations now work. In a way, what the show 

does is to prepare us for the future, to present it to 

us in an artistic manner, in a way that is 

understandable to everyone, while also appealing 

to the past. 

                                                           
1 I first became interested in AI a few years ago when I 

read this extremely immersive paper: 

https://waitbutwhy.com/2015/01/artificial-intelligence-

revolution-1.html 
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On one of the forums dedicated to the series 

(Reddit, 2016), I noticed a plausible link with 

Sigmund Freud’s theory of the mental apparatus. 

In this first season, Ford is always in a battle with 

two employees. These are creative director Lee 

Sizemore (Simon Quarterman), whose stories he 

often blocks, and Theresa Cullen (Sidse Babett 

Knudsen), whose job is to make sure that 

everything goes according to the scripts devised 

for the androids by Sizemore’s team and, at times, 

by Ford and his assistant, Dr. Bernard Lowe 

(Jeffrey Wright). In this hierarchy, Sizemore 

represents the “id,” being the one who tries to 

satisfy the basic needs of the visitors through his 

stories focusing mainly on instinct, sexual desire, 

anger, etc. Cullen is concerned with the smooth 

running of the park, which can be transposed to 

the “ego.” She is the rational one, the one who has 

to keep her customers happy and safe. 

Conversely, the “super ego” is portrayed by Ford. 

Obsessed with the park he created decades ago, he 

seeks to perfect it over and over again, 

multiplying its facets, complicating it so much 

that he is the only one who can still understand it. 

Why does he do these things? Because he feels 

that only experimentation can bring the progress 

he is still seeking. 

Ford’s behaviour is not necessarily moral. In 

favour of science and constant improvement, he 

behaves almost amorally; that is, he no longer 

feels guilty for the wrongdoings he commits. 

From this point of view, the attitude he pursues is 

rather typical of artificial intelligence, as some 

theorists explain it (Tolmeijer, 2022): the 

machine, much like our home computer, will seek 

to solve a task in the most profitable and 

straightforward way, without caring (a notion it 

does not grasp) about possible violations of the 

moral law that governs humanity (Urban, 2015). 

To a certain extent, the animals operate in the 

same way, because they have no self-awareness. 

The robot will not be able to feel, will not be able 

to distinguish between right and wrong, because 

these are concepts related to human 

understanding, which the artificial intelligence 

would not be able to perceive, even if it might be 

able to explain them theoretically. 

Returning to the discussion between pessimists 

and optimists, the first side points out precisely 

this detail when it warns that artificial intelligence 

could mean the end of the human race. Just before 

its realisation, it will be crucial how that entity 

will be programmed, what and, more importantly, 

how it will be asked to perform an action. 

Everything may depend on such a nuance. In 

addition to its artistic qualities, Westworld has the 

great merit of explaining and bringing such a 

debate and its means to public attention. 

This can be discussed in the terms advanced by 

Baudrillard, who, in his description of 

Disneyland, is actually talking about the 

mechanisms to build an illusion, also present in 

Westworld park: 

 
“Disneyland is a perfect model of all the 

entangled orders of simulation. To begin with it 

is a play of illusions and phantasms: pirates, 

the frontier, future world, etc. This imaginary 

world is supposed to be what makes the 

operation successful. But, what draws the 

crowds is undoubtedly much more the social 

microcosm, the miniaturized and religious 

revelling in real America, in its delights and 

drawbacks. You park outside, queue up inside, 

and are totally abandoned at the exit. In this 

imaginary world the only phantasmagoria is in 

the inherent warmth and affection of the crowd, 

and in that sufficiently excessive number of 

gadgets used there to specifically maintain the 

multitudinous affect. The contrast with the 

absolute solitude of the parking lot – a veritable 

concentration camp – is total. Or rather: inside, 

a whole range of gadgets magnetize the crowd 

into direct flows; outside, solitude is directed 

onto a single gadget: the automobile. By an 

extraordinary coincidence (one that 

undoubtedly belongs to the peculiar 

enchantment of this universe), this deep-frozen 

infantile world happens to have been conceived 

and realized by a man who is himself now 

cryogenized; Walt Disney, who awaits his 

resurrection at minus 180 degrees centigrade” 

(Baudrillard, 1988, 166-184). 

 

If we are to go further into this paradigm shift 

from the way we live, the next step would be the 

metaverse, which I briefly explained at the 

beginning of the article. Here we are no longer 

even talking about a physical, tangible world 

(albeit one full of androids), but we are entering a 

computer-run realm. From this point of view, 

Ready Player One (2018, Steven Spielberg) 

proposes an increasingly possible future. 

 

The metaverse – right here, right now 

 

It is 2045, and overpopulation is humanity’s 

biggest problem. In the slums of huge urban 

agglomerations, people live in containers 

haphazardly placed on top of each other. The only 

solace they have left is the OASIS, a virtual 

reality they escape to with the help of video 

simulators. Millions of people spend their lives in 

this fictional world, hoping to find the “three 

keys” left behind by OASIS creator James 
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Halliday when he died. These keys, which are 

virtual objects, lead to the Easter Egg, a kind of 

seemingly unattainable Holy Grail: whoever 

discovers it will automatically get OASIS, the 

world’s biggest business. It has been several years 

since Halliday’s death and no one has come close 

to the first key. It all seems like a lottery with no 

winning numbers. 

Wade Watts (Tye Sheridan), who in the virtual 

world has taken on the nickname Parzival, is a 

loner obsessed with the personality of the man 

who created OASIS. He hopes, like so many 

others, to win the game, because only then can he 

escape his ghetto. But, beyond this material 

ambition, Wade seems a sincere and honest guy, 

the kind who, if he got OASIS, would not exploit 

it unfairly, but restore it to the fans. The virtual 

identity he has chosen for himself has a very 

generous medieval feel to it. A central figure of 

chivalric literature, Parsifal is a young man who 

yearns for adventure and whose innocence will 

serve him well in battle. The legend was 

transposed by Richard Wagner into his 

eponymous opera, based on the epic poems 

Parzival by Wolfram von Eschenbach and 

Perceval, the Grail Story by Chrétien de Troyes. 

In the universe generated by OASIS, Wade—also 

a young man with a pure soul—takes on a similar 

quest that could change the fate of the world for 

the better. 

Nolan Sorrento (Ben Mendelsohn), CEO of the 

world’s second largest game and hardware 

manufacturer, Innovative Online Industries (IOI), 

has different intentions. Unscrupulous, he will do 

anything to become the most powerful and 

wealthy man on the planet. To get to the Easter 

Egg, Sorrento created a division within IOI called 

Sixers. Here, hundreds of people play around the 

clock to win virtual money and try to unravel the 

illusive and treacherous road to Halliday’s egg. 

In this uneven competition, Wade is teaming 

up with other lone devotees of the game who 

would do anything to stop Sorrento. And so, 

Samantha/Art3mis (Olivia Cooke), Aech (Lena 

Waithe), Sho (Philip Zhao), Daito (Win Morisaki) 

and Wade/Parzival become bound by a common 

goal. As a typology, they represent those people 

who lack financial means but use their native 

intelligence, energy and passion to fight against 

the abusive and exploitative establishment. In this 

respect, the film’s story, based on Ernest Cline’s 

debut novel, has a pronounced leftist character. 

Fortunately, the clash between the five 

youngsters with traumatic pasts and the few adults 

desperate for riches is only part of the stakes in 

this sci-fi tale. Beyond its ideological orientation, 

Ready Player One is a high-octane audio-visual 

spectacle that should be watched for its technical 

and aesthetic qualities. The film also serves as a 

tribute to pop culture, from the 80s and 90s to the 

present day: it incorporates music, characters and 

scenes that have marked several generations, 

including the director’s. The project enters into an 

intertextual dialogue with these iconic pop culture 

events. Sequences from famous films are 

painstakingly recreated, such as the moment in 

Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining when Jack 

Nicholson’s character goes to the bathroom and 

stumbles upon a beautiful woman who, once 

kissed, becomes instantly grotesque. Another 

noteworthy sequence is the car race in the film, 

which uses both the protagonist’s car and the 

theme song from the cult-series Knight Rider, 

starring David Hasselhoff. These inserts speak of 

a still very influential past and the technical 

possibilities that twenty-first-century cinema has 

reached. It is a perfect melding of the times. In 

Spielberg’s film, characters make contact with 

such classic shots to unlock the keys to James 

Halliday. 

The artistic references are reverential and 

nostalgic, but they also serve a practical function. 

Wade and his friends need to know pop culture 

history to have a chance of tracking down the 

Egg. This is the way their dedication can 

outweigh financial potency. The fight waged by 

the five allies of conjecture legitimizes itself as 

one for justice. Passion is their only guide. Ready 

Player One borrows from pop culture not just 

styles and forms, but ideas. In the stories proposed 

by films such as A Nightmare on Elm Street, 

Tomb Raider, Street Fighter, Speed Racer and 

Back to the Future, ordinary individuals who had 

been abused in one way or another were 

highlighted and became the heroes or anti-heroes 

of a completely unsettling time. In order to 

reference all these dozens of characters created in 

other films or comics, Steven Spielberg and 

producer Kristie Macosko Krieger needed several 

years of negotiations with various studios and 

production companies that owned the rights. 

Ironically, one of their failures came when they 

tried to get the right to exploit the film Close 

Encounters of the Third Kind, directed by 

Spielberg himself (Burke, 2018). 

With this movie, Spielberg manages to stay 

relevant and deliver one of the most daring and 

exuberant cinematic projects produced in 

Hollywood in recent years. What he does very 

well is to launch serious debates on important 

issues, which he masks as entertainment. 

Spielberg works on several layers. He constructs a 
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seemingly light-hearted fairy tale, under the shell 

of which lie great ethical dilemmas: where our 

world is heading, how we can and should relate to 

the increasing time we spend in a virtual space, 

what the past still represents and how we can 

exploit it. Thanks to its breath-taking image, 

Ready Player One is your typical multiplex 

movie. The difficulty in making it led the director 

to declare it the most arduous creative process 

since Saving Private Ryan (Burke, 2018). But the 

result is a masterpiece that the great filmmaker, a 

three-time Oscar winner, adds to his other now-

classic films and leaves a legacy to future 

generations. It represents his vision of how we 

should interact via artificial intelligence and 

shows us, basically, what an entrepreneur like 

Mark Zuckerberg dreams from the metaverse. 

The ideas advanced by Westworld and Ready 

Player One appear somewhat combined in an 

earlier film, Surrogates (2009, Jonathan Mostow), 

in which people both live and don’t live in reality. 

How so? In the near future, each individual has a 

surrogate, i.e. an android they control remotely, 

which allows them to get out into the world, to 

interact, to go about their business, but in an 

idealized form of their own—they look much 

better than they in fact do—and from the safety of 

their own home. On the one hand, here everyone 

presents themselves to the world with a persona, 

an enhanced version, capable of acrobatics and 

movements impossible for the human body. In 

this technology-enhanced world, however, 

problems, murders, misunderstandings, accidents, 

and dark interests still exist. Apart from the 

journey of the protagonist played by Bruce 

Willis—an FBI agent investigating the deaths of 

two people killed when their surrogates were 

destroyed—, I am also interested in exploring the 

struggles of those living on the fringes of society, 

seeking to avoid being enslaved to this lifestyle. 

The leader’s revolutionary speech speaks to 

humanity’s attempt to preserve its identity: 

 
“When you sacrifice your own personal desires 

for greater cause, a greater good, you never die, 

you never disappear. That is what it means to 

be human. There is no alternative. You can try 

to escape by living through a puppet, through a 

machine, but deep down inside you know 

you’re living a lie. Here, inside these walls, we 

understand the truth. We sacrifice many 

modern pleasures and conveniences to feel 

truly connected, not with machines, but with 

ourselves. This is the human condition. This is 

what gives life meaning. My friends, soon the 

day will come when surrogacy must end. That 

day, I promise you, is close at hand. The day 

we get a second chance” (Surrogates, 2009). 

 

So, the message of the film would be that we 

have a choice to make. More dopamine—which 

comes when we eagerly consume the pleasures 

offered by the virtual environment—or keeping 

those attributes that make us perfectly human, 

contained in boredom, fear, cold, hunger, etc.? 

The question is whether we want a perfect but 

false world, as described by Cypher (Joe 

Pantoliano) in The Matrix, who ends up betraying 

his comrades because he can no longer bear the 

torment of a life of pettiness in reality. He wants 

to return to the comfortable, albeit false, space of 

simulation: 

 
“Cypher: I know this steak doesn’t exist. I know 

that when I put it in my mouth, the Matrix is 

telling my brain that it is juicy and delicious. 

After nine years, you know what I realize? 

Ignorance is bliss. (...) I wanna remember 

nothing, Cypher says, waving a glass of wine. 

‘Nothing, you understand?” (The Matrix, 

1999). 

 

If we are to melt into this solution of merging 

ourselves with the virtual environment, if we are 

to surrender to an irresistible super-offer of 

dopamine, we may irreversibly lose our 

connection with the past and with what defines us 

as a species. That is not necessarily worrying in 

itself, but the problem is that we are taking a big 

risk by throwing ourselves into the unknown. We 

are stepping into new territory and no one can say 

if it will make us better. 

So far, the examples I have given speak of a 

clash or exchange between humans and various 

forms of artificial intelligence. Humans benefit 

from artificial intelligence, they populate its 

environment, but they remain separated from it. 

The final step is for these two terminals to become 

one, which is what happens to the characters 

played by Scarlett Johansson and Johnny Depp in 

Lucy (Luc Besson, 2014) and Transcedence 

(Wally Pfister, 2014). The two productions 

present, if I may say so, the final link on the 

ladder of human-computer fusion. 

 

The final push  

 

In short, Doctor Will Caster (Deep) 

investigates the nature of sapience in general and 

artificial sapience in particular. Together with his 

team, he attempts to create a sentient computer 

that will create a technological singularity or, in 

his words, a “transcendence”. But Will is shot 

with polonium by a terrorist group and suddenly 

has very little left to live. His body will succumb 
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to the poison. Desperate, his wife Evelyn plans to 

upload his consciousness into the developed 

quantum computer, despite the fears of their 

colleague, Max Waters, who reasons that the 

resulting version would only be an amoral 

imitation of the real person. The mentor of the 

three is one Joseph Tagger, played by actor 

Morgan Freeman. Like the casting of Anthony 

Hopkins in Westworld, Freeman’s choice is meant 

to legitimize the story through the image of the 

man who has always played the role of All-

Knower, voice of God, etc. Here he is the entity 

overseeing this transformation of Will from 

human to proprioceptive supercomputer. 

Following his connection to the internet, the new 

Will finds vast, almost infinite capabilities, 

revolutionizing medicine, energy, biology and 

nanotechnology. But these benefits for human 

progress attract a big problem. Will now has the 

power of a god, in that he can control anyone 

through nanoparticles scattered across the globe. 

Lucy (Johansson) becomes a superior, all-

encompassing being as a result of an accident of a 

different kind. She is studying in Taipei and her 

new boyfriend tricks her into transporting a large 

quantity of the synthetic drug, CPH4. She 

swallows the amount and boards the plane. 

Captured, she is repeatedly punched in the plexus, 

which ruptures the bag and releases a large 

amount of the drug into her system. She acquires 

superhuman physical and mental abilities: 

telepathy, telekinesis, mental time travel and the 

ability to feel no pain. She also loses her emotions 

and begins to act amorally. Being in a fragile 

state, Lucy finds Professor Samuel Norman—

coincidentally or not, portrayed by the same 

Morgan Freeman, obviously in the same type of 

role—who tries to restore Lucy to her original, 

mortal state. The experiment does not work, and 

her only salvation (injecting her with the rest of 

the synthetic substance) turns her into a black 

substance that begins to spread to the computers 

and other electronics in the lab. Like Will, Lucy 

becomes a supercomputer. 

Lucy and Transcendence can be seen as a 

wake-up call: computers should not have a 

conscience, because they would outperform their 

creators in a heartbeat. HAL does just that in 

Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), 

and the year contained in the director’s chosen 

title is somewhat prescient, because indeed around 

the turn of the third millennium the subject began 

to become one of palpable interest. The hybrid 

quantum computer + Will (who is not called Bill, 

the usual diminutive of William, but Will, which 

means “desire” and also “testament” / “legacy,” 

words somehow linked to the dangerous 

inheritance he leaves his widowed wife) seeks to 

spread across the planet and rule over all 

humanity. Lucy doesn’t openly state her (or its?) 

intentions, but is hinting to be heading that way 

too. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Although both films highlight the dangers that 

can arise from the faulty and insufficiently 

controlled development of artificial intelligence, 

they are at the same time fascinated by the subject 

matter and therefore represent products that 

promote this type of technology, making the 

audience dream. In this sense, they are in line with 

Baudrillard’s proposed logic of mass culture, 

based on a so-called rebellion (e.g., T-shirts with 

anti-system messages), but produced precisely by 

those at the top of the pyramid: 
 

“It is also quite striking to see that from now on 

all the great successes of American marketing, 

from «Matrix» to Madonna’s latest album, are 

explicitly presented as criticisms of the system 

that massively promotes them. (...) It is even 

what makes the era quite unbreathable. The 

system produces negativity in trompe-l’oeil, 

which is integrated in the products of the 

spectacle as obsolescence is included in 

industrial objects. This is the most efficient 

way to block any real alternative” (Baudrillard, 

2003). 

 

The path we have presented through the 

stories of these films leads to a complication and 

development of human and artificial intelligence 

and the spaces it inhabits. In Her the protagonist 

talks to a more evolved ChatGPT, but one 

without corporeality, in Westworld the humanoid 

robots initially start out without self-awareness 

but then make this leap to proprioception, in 

Ready Player One humans live in a virtual space, 

and in Surrogates they return to the real world 

but through bodies they operate from the safety 

of home. They all use technology and artificial 

intelligence in one way or another to enhance 

their own lives. The final step occurs when all 

spaces (real and human, respectively virtual – 

with both its meanings: space and thought) merge 

and form the Supreme Being we can see in Lucy 

and Transcendence. Welcome to the New World!
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“This story is told through the eyes of a 

madman. Who, like all of us, believed he was 

sane.” 

A. E. Poe 

 

Abstract: This paper focuses upon “small scale” history, as opposed to “big scale” history, made up of those 

events that are generally overlooked by mainstream narratives, like the silenced stories of so many forgotten 

victims who never received justice and of their forgotten murderers, as it is represented in a very 

unconventional musical project entitled SKYND. Different crimes discussed in the media and various 

aspects, most of the time shocking and aggressive, of a rapidly degrading humanity devoured by its 

psychoses are visually reenacted in a combination of highly striking movie clips and haunting songs that 

could be regarded both as homages paid to the victims and as a sombre warning against the mounting 

violence and the indictment of a fallen society that keeps engendering monsters; at the same time, it raises 

ethical questions about how violence is perpetuated, estheticized and encouraged by media. 

Keywords: crime music, ethics, media, macrohistory, microhistory, punctual history.  

     
Rezumat: Acest articol se oprește asupra ideii de istorie la „scară mică”, în opoziție cu istoria „la scară 

mare”, preocupată mai ales de acele evenimente tragice care sunt în general eliminate din discursul oficial 

al istoriei, acea istorie tăcută a victimelor uitate, cărora nu li se face dreptate și a torționarilor lor uitați, 

așa cum este înfățișată într-un proiect muzical neconvențional intitulat SKYND. Diferite crime dezbătute în 

presă, diverse aspecte, de cele mai multe ori șocante și agresive, ale unei umanități aflată într-o stare 

accelerată de degradare, devorată de propriile-i psihoze, sunt simbolic reprezentate printr-o combinație de 

videoclipuri izbitoare și melodii halucinante care ar putea fi considerate în același timp omagii aduse 

victimelor dar și un avertisment sumbru și o acuzație la adresa unei societăți în descompunere care produce 

monștri. În aceeași măsură, proiectul muzical al artiștilor australieni ridică probleme etice legate de felul în 

care media perpetuează violența, de multe ori sub pretextul denunțarii ei, o estetizează și astfel o 

încurajează.   

Cuvinte-cheie: “crime music”, etică, istorie punctuală, media, macroistorie, microistorie. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Though always considered an untouchable 

metanarrative of modernity, unquestionable and 

indisputable, legitimised by official documents 

and by agencies of political power and authority, 

History has received a fair share of contestations 

and challenges. What was generally perceived as 

the danger of inaccuracy and biased perspective of 

history as a discourse was exposed and its 

extensive reliance on textuality was denounced; 

there has been no contestation or denial of the 

concrete, palpable evidence of our past, but how 

these primary sources and the material evidence 

offered by archaeology are “narrated” into 

historical existence is likely to be challenged. The 

modernist obsession with coherence, objectivity, 

teleology and absolute truth was translated into 

the realm of History and historiography into a 

more or less ossified discourse that claimed 

absolute authenticity, authority and truthfulness.  

Postmodernism, through such seminal voices 

as Francois Lyotard, Michel Foucault, Jacques 

Derrida, Alan Munslow and Keith Jenkins 

exposed the undeniable textuality of history, the 

unavoidable subjectivity that lies at the core of 

any possible interpretation of the past, the 

relativity of the entire process of textual “gap-

filling,” the speculative and hypothetic character 

of any attempt to reconstruct the past. Instead of 

being offered as one, among many, possible 

versions of the past, one such vision, endorsed by 

political ideology or by economic interests, 

always finds its way into the mainstream 

historical discourse and in time acquires the 

character of an unchallengeable truth.   

Postmodernism, more than any other period, 

expressed the acute necessity for new accurate 
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strategies of history recording and writing that 

might facilitate and enhance our understanding of 

the past; it also demonstrated that the processes of 

relativisation, decentring, pluralisation and 

hybridisation that influenced all human spheres of 

interest, also pervaded the realm of history 

writing. This lack of trust in the strong claims of 

truthfulness and authenticity issued by 

historiography seems to have been deeply rooted 

in people's critical thinking for a long time; but 

apart from all its flaws and inaccuracies, history 

has great merit, according to Nietzsche, another 

major critic of history: it can strike the right 

balance between the “unhistorical and the 

historical,” between forgetting and remembering 

and to encourage people’s “plastic power,” that 

regenerative inner force that inspires us to 

“transform and incorporate into oneself what is 

oast and foreign, to heal wounds, to replace what 

has been lost, to recreate broken moulds” 

(Nietzsche, 1997, 62). For a complete 

understanding of the past, Nietzsche suggests that 

two aspects should be taken into consideration 

and reconciled: the “unhistorical” which he 

defines as our capacity to forget and the “supra 

historical” by which he refers to shifting the stress 

from the process of becoming to those aspects that 

help us define our identity and sense of belonging 

– art and religion.  

From this perspective, a breakthrough in 

historical thinking was the introduction of the 

concept of microhistory, which tried to 

counteract, as far as possible, the generalising and 

sometimes oversimplifying tendency of 

macrohistory to always focus on great events, on 

large masses of non-individualised people and 

great social changes, overlooking local or 

communal histories, erased personal stories and 

forgotten testimonies. Paying special attention to 

local events, individuals and their stories, to 

behavioural patterns at the level of small 

communities, microhistory is mostly interested in 

starting from empirical data and identifiable 

details and gradually adding layers of proof and 

evidence to be able to give a coherent version of 

the past – a past located in a small period, 

associated to a limited space and legitimised by a 

finite number of fully identifiable individuals. 

Sometimes contested as too narrow and 

restrictive, this approach, however, proved its 

important role in increasing people’s awareness 

related to the relativity of the endeavour of fully 

and perfectly reviving a distant, forgotten past and 

ascertaining the legitimacy of its claims of 

absolute truth. The analysis of many of the 

present-day tragic incidents still vivid in the 

memory of people, but generally relegated to the 

footnotes of history, if not entirely erased, 

demonstrates the elusiveness of the historical 

truth, nowadays amplified by the mind-blowing 

proliferation of the media-generated versions of 

the same event and its manipulative presentation.  

A particularly striking denouncement of this 

infinite media proliferation of different versions 

of the past – more or less distant – of the blurry 

and highly subjective reenactment of an event and 

the necessity to go back to the basic, fully 

identifiable, units an event can be deconstructed 

into, has also been made by cinematography, by 

visual culture and literature – since the 

relationship between historiography and literature 

has been long established and theorised, 

especially through White’s tropological approach 

to history (1997) or through Ankersmit’s similar 

endeavour to connect history and tropology 

(1994) and prove the important part played by 

metaphors in the concept formation and order of 

historical knowledge. They represent the best way 

of using, abusing and exposing the unreliability of 

the narrative of history, its underlying metaphoric 

and metonymic processes of understanding the 

past and its failure in ever completely 

reconstructing it.  

 

From Macrohistory to Microhistory 

 

Despite its claims for a complete and coherent 

recuperation of the truth, for an undeniable 

Hegelian progressive evolution characteristic for 

the course of history and for its final “ending” in a 

liberal democracy which could be regarded as the 

peak of human evolution (Fukuyama, 1992), 

macrohistory cannot ignore its flaws and fallacies. 

These are mostly related to its focus on very large 

periods and major historical events, which 

generated highly generalising perspectives and 

interpretations, a large degree of simplification 

and reductionism in the analysis of the past, seen 

as a coherent continuum that can be recuperated. 

Another point of criticism was directed against its 

extensive reliance upon general data and overall 

statistics, difficult to verify outside the official 

ideological frame of a particular moment in time, 

and its tendency to ignore the individuals and 

their personal stories, in favour of the globalising 

history. 

Emerged as a movement of counteracting what 

was perceived to be the totalising pretences of 

truth and authenticity of macrohistory, 

microhistory and its representatives were 

determined to make up for all the gaps, silences 

and erasures left or operated within the texture of 
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mainstream history, or simply filled in with the 

appropriate narrative, in this way denouncing its 

textuality and narrativity and operating a coming 

back to fully knowable “particulars” instead of 

all-encompassing “generalities”. 

The basic principles of this idea were laid 

during the 1970s, when two Italian researchers, 

Carlo Ginzburg and Giovanni Levi published their 

experimental studies and promoted a different 

approach to the study of history mainly based on 

the study of particular events, smaller periods, 

local communities and generally speaking, on the 

“small scale” history, translated into smaller units 

that could be more easily identified, verified and 

investigated. Their studies focus on particular 

situations and people within their natural context, 

and the complex relationships thus created not 

only among individuals or individuals and their 

communities but also between the micro- and 

macro-levels of history, perceived as the real 

generators of social change. In this way, the stress 

is placed upon the mundane, the quotidian and the 

particular. 

The Italian microstoria was not a unique effort 

for devising a new historiographic strategy, - as 

similar attempts have been made in France with 

the histoire de la vie privée and in Germany with 

Alltagsgeschichte – but in Italy, this perspective 

gained more popularity and was better theorised. 

The emphasis was laid upon “punctual history” 

with its local events, individual behaviours and 

specific frames of mind, and upon its strategy of 

analysing history going from the particular to the 

broader context or from “concrete details” to a 

larger historical frame that could be “inductively 

reconstructed” (Ginzburg, 2005). 

Microhistory was thus directed towards 

particularising and focusing upon cultural 

difference and diversity, towards “the 

contradictions of normative systems and therefore 

on the fragmentation, contradictions and plurality 

of viewpoints” (Levi, 1991, 107), instead of 

generalising and embracing totalising rules and 

patterns of interpretation. The historians who 

adopted this method, mostly gathered around the 

literary journal Quaderni Storici (including Carlo 

Poni, Edoardo Grendi and Simona Cerutti among 

many others), suggested two methods of research: 

the nominative approach and the evidential 

method. The former is a method of investigation 

working with identifiable individuals, offering 

names of individual persons and tracing their 

history by focusing upon a particular person's 

development, relationships, place in the 

community, society, life experience, world view, 

etc. The latter works with particular evidence, 

related not only to small details, symptoms and 

clues, like the ones required in a detective’s work, 

but also to anomalies and deviations from the 

norms which could be taken as fallacies in the 

“coherent” structure of history and represent 

strategies of “escaping” the rigidity of the official 

discourse of history.  

Putting together epistemological and ethical 

concerns in his historical research method, Carlo 

Ginzburg makes a pertinent summary of the 

strategy of microhistory investigation, starting 

from the idea that the past “is dead,” always 

remote and foreign, in permanent need to be 

rediscovered.      

 
“There is always in history this possibility of 

the unexpected – which you have to tease out, 

of course. Microhistory, which involves the 

careful, complex and detailed study of a case, 

allows us to reflect on the relationship between 

norms and anomalies. The latter is more 

interesting and cognitively richer than norms. 

An exceptional case can function as a revealing 

one. But the question of truth, and proof, is 

more important now than ever” (Zalc, 2019, 

online).    

     

Beautiful and exquisite examples of how such 

a strategy can revive an age in all its complexity 

starting from the biography of an individual or 

specific events are offered in the writings of many 

writers and historians such as Carlo Ginzburg, 

The Cheese and the Worms (1976), Gene Brucker, 

Giovanni and Lusanna (1986), Robert Darton, 

The Great Cat Massacre, (1986), Giovanni Levi, 

Inheriting Power, (1988), Simon Schama, Dead 

Certainties (1991), etc. The general method in all 

these texts is the analysis on a “small scale” 

history, the zooming in on an individual/event, the 

large use of “ego documents” (first-hand 

accounts, biographical details), the search for 

multiple clue-providing sources, the recreation of 

social relationships and combining elements of 

cultural anthropology and ethnography.  

  

SKYND – “It’s just a game we play…” 

 

An interesting and, most probably 

unintentional, illustration of punctual history is 

the musical project of the two-member band 

called SKYND. Their disturbing musical 

productions seem to focus upon specific moments 

in our present-day history, specifically on those 

bleak moments generally overlooked by 

macrohistory and taken as instances of 

abnormality and deviation that do not pertain to 

the greatness of human history. Their attention is 
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precisely directed towards gruesome crimes that 

speak about the dark recesses of the human mind 

and soul. Since all their songs focus on traumatic 

events, largely dwelt upon by the general media at 

a particular point in time, the accumulation of all 

these troubling stories sends a gloomy message 

about an alarmingly fast decaying humanity. Their 

songs seem to hint at another “end of history,” far 

from the liberal democratic heaven Fukuyama had 

in mind or from the enlightened age of absolute 

reason Hegel envisaged; they foresee humanity 

slowly brought to self-destruction, prey of its 

violent instincts and primal drives, induced to a 

large extent by the manipulative media, devoid of 

ethical values, moral guidance, of any trace of 

sympathy and empathic feelings, numb with 

indifference, crippled by weaknesses and 

paralysed with fear. 

Though these gloomy visions were something 

very familiar in the landscape of the music 

industry – making use of ambiguous and 

dangerous symbolism and giving rise to endless 

discussions about their moral and ethical 

messages (Marilyn Manson, Cannibal Corpse, 

Morbid Angel, Autopsy etc.)  – SKYND’s 

representation of our world acquires deeper 

significances and inspires different responses 

probably due to the respect with which they 

choose to tell their stories. They initiated what has 

been called “the crime music genre,” reenacting 

the stories of crimes and of very disturbing events 

that could be placed in the gaps and black holes of 

macrohistory, in those niches and liminal spaces 

where small history might find its place. Their 

“method of investigation,” analysis and 

representation is very metaphorical but, curiously 

enough, it fits the methodological approach of 

microhistory. They zoom in on individuals, 

criminals, psychopaths and sociopaths, getting 

into their minds and offering the public a highly 

unsettling mental landscape, where paranoiac 

dimensions make us doubt question many of the 

values our contemporary society rests upon.  

The purpose is to make people strike the 

balance between forgetting and remembering, to 

force them to think for themselves, re-evaluate 

everything and draw conclusions; they help us in 

this endeavour by recreating the story, setting the 

atmosphere, shocking us with dark symbolism, 

subtly commenting on motivation, deviation, 

human relations, madness, finally placing the 

entire story and its gruesome outcome into a 

metonymic relation to our present world. By 

violently exposing deviant behaviours, they offer 

harsh critical comments against the general moral 

decay of our contemporary society, against media, 

politics and education, against our ever-increasing 

acceptance of these deviations, our overall 

indifference, our accelerated desensitisation 

caused by the infinite media proliferation of 

instances of violence. 

Similar comments on the fake attempts to curb 

violence through the very proliferation of violent 

images or through failed experiments that rather 

inflict it than discourage it have been variously 

produced over the years, starting with novels like 

Burgess’ A Clockwork Orange and ending with 

films such as Paul Scheuring’s The Experiment 

(2010) or Michael Haneke’s Funny Games 

(1997), Benny’s Video (1992) etc. Probably the 

dark aesthetics promoted by the Australian 

director Michael Haneke, his focus on 

microhistory, his critical comment on 

contemporary media and the degrading ethics of 

our world, are closest to the message generally 

delivered by SKYND. 

The band is made up of the lead singer, known 

as SKYND (a black-eyed, devilish/angelic spirit, 

always wearing her hair scraped up into the same 

black/blond ponytail and heavy harlequin 

makeup, the many-voiced narrator/singer of all 

these stories) whose identity has been kept 

anonymous so far, and the producer and 

instrumentalist “F” (Father), extremely rarely 

making his appearance in their videos. In their 

live performances, there is a third member, the 

drummer in the background, but he always 

remains anonymous. All their musical projects 

inspired by real crimes are meant to pay homage 

to the victims and their families, to make the 

public aware of these tragedies, caused by 

criminal behaviours that finally indicate deeper 

dysfunctionalities in the fabric of our society. 

They look for moments of psychotic deviation and 

abnormality in human behaviour in their attempt 

to send an urgent message of the rapid changes in 

social relations and the degradation of ethics 

under the conjoint influence of media, flawed 

education systems, bad state policies and market 

manipulation. They are interested in what lies 

hidden in the dark recesses of the human mind, in 

what some of us hide under the mask of civility, 

and mostly in the minds of the “most vicious, 

cruel killers… people who have reached the 

boundary of their humanity”: 

 
“We all conceal something behind the earthly 

façade we show to the world. Maybe, it’s an 

unspoken fetish. Perhaps it’s a covetous urge. 

Or it could just be the kind of darkness that we 

acknowledge in passing – but don’t dare 

reference out loud. SKYND peel back those 

layers and uncover what lurks beneath in all of 
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its painful glory.” (https://skynd-

music.com/skynd/)  

 

The name of the band has a dual significance, 

one given by the etymology of the word and the 

other coming from a particular incident in the 

singer’s childhood. Skynd1 is the name of a troll 

in a Danish fairytale who steals a man’s three 

successive wives; when the man gets to the troll 

and claims one of his wives back, the troll agrees 

to give her back on the condition that her husband 

should never hurry her, and in this way, invoke 

the troll's name. The condition was respected for a 

long time, until one day when the man was 

reckless enough to urge his wife to “hurry up" and 

in this way make her instantly disappear, never to 

be seen again.  

There is something ominous in the story of the 

troll, something that alludes to the delicate 

position of the band, as a herald who warns 

against violence by singing songs of violence, in 

an involuntary act of “naming” which becomes 

“summoning”. Their homage to the victims was 

often seen as an act of aestheticising crime; their 

explanation for the artistic manner in which they 

choose to bring back to people's minds hideous 

crimes and forgotten victims was the attempt to 

make people aware of a double evil – coming 

from within us, from the traumatic scars and the 

unhealed wounds of the past, and from outside, 

from all the influences of media, society, school 

and state.  
 

“Those who think I am doing this to capitalise 

on tragedies don’t understand my intent. I 

agonise over my songs because I don't want to 

be misunderstood, but I am here to tell their 

stories. You should never judge a book by its 

cover. Is this making you uncomfortable? 

That's what good art is meant to do. I want to 

provoke thought and conversation. That's my 

intent, to make you research the story, and 

understand what it is about. If people find our 

art shocking, disgusting or dangerous, then 

good! I think it was Duke Ellington who said, 

'Art is dangerous, when it ceases to be 

dangerous you don't want it'” (Kerrang!, 2021). 

 

The second interpretation of the band’s name 

is related to the singer’s early childhood when her 

imaginary friend introduced himself as SKYND, 

told her scary stories and apparently, tried to show 

her what was underneath her skin. This 

unforgettable incident made her attentive to what 

is not immediately visible, to what lies hidden in 

                                                           
1 The past tense form of the Danish verb “skinde,” 

means to hurry up. 

our minds and made her eager to sing about 

crimes and darkness, about “the abysses of 

humanity in any form, to remind people not to 

forget what we are all capable of” (Kerrang!, 

2021). 

 

Through the eyes of the victim: “Once upon a 

time in the darkest of lands…”  

 

Their debut song and project were inspired by 

the Chinese Canadian student who mysteriously 

disappeared from the infamous Cecil Hotel in Los 

Angeles. They turned her story into an eerie song 

that introduced the public to SKYND dark 

aesthetics and into the visual symbolism that will 

become their trademark. 

“Elisa Lam” (2018), their first song – all their 

projects feature the names of the victims or their 

murderers as song titles – displays an interesting 

combination of hauntingly obsessive lyrics, 

strange music and shocking visuals, all with a 

mesmerising effect.  

Their music is generally categorised as dark 

industrial rock that makes extensive use of 

electronics and vocal distortion and plays with 

combinations of rhythms and changes in the vocal 

pitch that lure and repel at the same time. The 

vocal warping has a particular effect, perfectly 

suiting the schizophrenic voices that speak in the 

madman’s mind, creating hypnotising states of 

mind and setting a dark, tense and claustrophobic 

atmosphere. Both recognisably human and 

strangely inhuman, the wide range of distorted 

voices in which SKYND, the “narrator” of all 

these songs, the devil hidden in the criminal’s 

mind, chooses to sing her stories, leads us deep 

into a disturbingly sinuous mental world. Her 

confessed attempt in doing this is:  

 
“to open up a conversation about mental health 

because true crime is connected to mental 

health. It’s what makes us human, and what 

happened as a child can affect the way you live 

your life as an adult. So to me, it’s really 

important to talk about it. […] I don’t want to 

sound too grotesque, but what I want is to 

educate people and make them think about it 

because it is important to not forget what 

happened. Why is history always repeating 

itself? Because there’s no change if we won’t 

remember what happened. Human beings are 

really good at not remembering. And that’s sad 

to see, and I feel like it’s important, through 

art, to get a conversation going, to open up a 

discussion” (Metal Talk, 2023). 

    

The videos are always disturbing and highly 

unsettling as they tell the story using striking 
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visual symbolism. “Elisa Lam” set the tone and 

introduced some of the symbols and visual 

metaphors that will also appear in the band’s later 

videos: the suggestive play on spaces (closed or 

open, exterior or internalized, physical or 

psychotic) to create the feeling of entrapment, the 

presence of the narrator/singer sometimes angelic, 

some other times demonic, giving voice to the 

thoughts of either the criminal mind or the 

helpless victim; the dark water, spreading around, 

like an all-pervading evil (or spilt milk, wine, 

water, etc); the eerie, gothic atmosphere, the 

recurrent visual symbols, the repetitive visual 

pattern that always matches the catchy refrain that 

comes obsessively (ring ding dong, ring ding ding 

dong, dong dong dong, ring ding ding dong).  

All songs are presented as “chapters” and they 

are offered as individual stories/cases, never 

gathered into an album as each of them helps us 

formulate a different conclusion to the events and 

a different deeper meaning related to the flaws of 

a society that allows things like that to happen. 

These chapters are given the chronological order 

in which the crimes happened. Some of them are 

constructed from the perspective of the victim, 

like “Elisa Lam”, with insertions from the “evil”, 

schizophrenic side, others are built exclusively 

from the perspective of the criminal mind or 

adopting a very detached, outsider perspective. 

For every story, the music, the rhythmic pattern 

on which it is built and the lyrics always match 

the visuals, and the whole symbolically “matches” 

the case.    

Another story told from the perspective of the 

victim is “Chris Watts”2 (2020), the man who 

killed his pregnant wife and his two little 

daughters. SKYND turned this case into a dark 

gothic ballad, the most lyrical of their 

compositions so far. Visually, this project 

extensively plays with symbolism, ellipses (since 

the crimes are only alluded to through subtle 

details) and metonymies. Unless we do a little 

research on the margin of the case, we will not 

guess the terrible things the story tries to suggest. 

The idea of turning Shannon, the wife, into a doll 

to be played with and then discarded (the apparent 

motivation of the crime was Chris’ attempt to 

separate from his wife and start a new life, but 

somehow committing a crime seemed cheaper and 

faster than getting the divorce) becomes the 

central metaphor of the video. The omnipresence 

                                                           
2 On August 13, 2018, Chris Watts strangled his 

pregnant wife (34), killed his two daughters (3 and 4), 

hid the bodies and claimed his innocence for a couple 

of days, until finally admitting his crimes.  

of the air bubble wrap sheets suggests an artificial 

domestic paradise, a veil of deception and lies that 

obscure the truth and finally destroy the family. 

Bringing the doll to life alludes to the missed 

chance to happiness, to normality, but also the 

objectification women are most of the time 

subjected to in an abusive family. Dressing and 

undressing the doll, combing its hair, feeding it 

are small gestures that transmit the sensation of 

automatism and soulless routine, rather than the 

love and affection of a happy home. The meals, 

with their stale leftovers covered by flies and the 

small dysfunctionalities of the kitchen furniture, 

are details that denounce a flawed marriage. The 

actual killing is not shown as in other videos, like 

“Jim Jones”, “Columbine”, “Richard Ramirez” or 

“Michelle Carter”, but it is subtly suggested: by 

the red veil left on the bed and the bloody bubble 

plastic sheet in the case of Shannon, and by the 

dismembered plush toys in the case of the 

children. The heavy atmosphere, the alternation of 

electronically warped voice and SKYND’s 

amazingly beautiful vocals, and the catchy chorus 

“It’s bedtime, tuck the babies in/ Bedtime stories 

and lullabies we sing” – acquire ominous 

undertones. The lyrics, apart from emotionally 

telling the story of the victims, and honouring 

them, speak about the dissolution of the 

traditional family, an obvious phenomenon at the 

level of our contemporary society.  

“Columbine” (2020) is a brilliantly achieved 

homage paid in a very respectful manner to the 

victims of the mass shooting at Columbine, and 

very critical of the system. The topic was very 

delicate and problematic since any faux pas in 

tackling the subject would have backlashed 

powerfully. However, SKYND managed to find 

the balance between horror and compassion, 

accusing and paying respect. Victims are 

honoured by how that particular day was 

recreated, with its little dramas and ordinary 

routine, suddenly disrupted by the intrusion of the 

perpetrators into the library full of students. The 

beginning of the video opens up on a cold, closed 

space dominated by a huge staircase in the 

middle, whose metallic steps make it appear like a 

prison rather than an institution of education, 

while the initial white noise turns into a metallic 

sound that perfectly matches the visuals. The 

presence of the two silhouettes dressed in black 

and carrying heavy bags makes everything even 

more menacing. The melody is slowly building up 

after the shrilling, joyless sound of the bell, with 

sounds that imitate drops of water/tears or the 

regular ticking of the passing time or maybe 

innocent heart beatings, unaware of what is to 
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follow; this rapidly changes into something more 

ominous as the tension quickly accumulates and 

sounds get ever louder and more aggressive. The 

breaks and pounding sounds that perfectly match 

the visuals announce the shooting even before it 

starts. The same goes for the obsessive chorus 

sung in a child-like voice “ra-ta-ta-ta, ra-ta-ta-ta-

ta…” which acquires sombre nuances as we 

realise it is the machine gun silencing everything 

at Columbine on that 20 April 1999 and it might 

also be the choir of victims, forever lamenting 

their broken lives.  

The lyrics are rapped in a warped, deep voice, 

on a simple, regular pattern, sporadically 

interrupted by gun-like bursts, breaks of rhythms 

that allude to the absurd unexpectedness of death 

in a place supposed to offer light and security. 

The visual perspective belongs to a survivor, 

which is why probably there is a very interesting 

transition between the major character and the 

narrator (SKYND appears here as a mysterious 

though nondescript hooded adolescent, who wears 

the all too recognisable now, dark harlequin 

makeup). The sense of entrapment, powerlessness 

and horror is almost unbearable, suggested both 

by the music and images, as we focus on the girl 

who escapes after being directly threatened with a 

gun. There is a heavy impact, very disturbing 

because of the direct manner in which it chooses 

to deal with this case. SKYND's final urge is 

always directed towards counselling people and 

making them “comfortable addressing their 

mental health. Hopefully it will give them the 

courage to get the help they need, to prevent such 

heinous acts from happening in the future” 

(Odalisque Magazine, 2022). 

The story, as told by SKYND, is a lesson of 

history; a lesson of humanism or the lack of it, an 

image of the fallen humanity, which is daring, 

shocking and rich in significance. At the end of 

the song, we are left with the ponytailed “demon” 

singing her “ra-ta-ta-ta” chorus, as a haunting 

reminder that evil is still there and the mistakes of 

the past are bound to be repeated if we do not 

learn its lessons. The school massacres that 

followed are plenty of evidence for that. The 

continuous violence in schools and the chaos in 

the educational system everywhere are there to 

remind us that evil is not destroyed.  

      

Through the eyes of the madman: 

“Government kills so why shouldn’t I?” 

 

An important issue raised by SKYND is that of 

manipulation and mind control, a dangerous 

phenomenon stemming from ignorance, naivety, 

lack of real social protection, lack of coherent 

regulations or simply induced by mental issues, 

all accountable for the tragic violent events in 

people’s lives. SKYND speaks about a world in 

dissolution, a world weakened by vices and 

corruption, by injustice and the obsessive rush for 

money and profit, a world left to deal with its 

psychoses and disillusionments, to fight its 

nightmares and to find means of healing.        

“Jim Jones” (2019 – Chapter II) is one such 

example of mass manipulation and failed solution 

for a moral crisis; after he gathered a very large 

community around him that lived a simple, close-

to-nature life, and relocated to Guyana, where he 

promised to build a utopian communist paradise, 

Jones’ reputation started to fade as allegations of 

abuse, immorality, exploitation or rehearsals for 

mass suicide began to spread around. The case of 

the infamous American preacher and social 

activist who – as leader of the cult called People’s 

Temple – convinced 908 of his followers to 

commit suicide (1978), became in the vision of 

SKYND a powerful parable of mental control and 

deception, alluding to the fake ideologies able to 

mesmerise people into obeying and submitting, as 

well as to the tremendous power media and social 

media have upon people nowadays. These are 

lessons of history that humanity does not seem to 

have learnt.  

The poisonous red liquid that hauntingly 

appears in the video bears strange biblical 

allusions to Christ’s sacrifice and to the Holy 

Eucharist whose symbolism is reversed in this 

case and acquires ominous nuances; there is no 

redemption, no salvation, though death is offered 

like an escape. The dark silhouettes, drinking the 

poisonous cup, the empty ghosts (entirely covered 

in white veils unable and unwilling to see the 

truth), blindly obeying orders versus the real 

people, hugging each other, offer an interesting 

visual contrast. There is a clear indictment of the 

contemporary spiritual bareness, alienation and 

confusion that make our world an easy prey to 

fake creeds and ideologies: “Lay down your life” 

becomes the key phrase. 

The same accusatory finger is pointed directly 

to the proneness to become a victim of mind 

manipulation, especially at a young age, in the 

song “Michelle Carter,” which tells the story of 

the girl who persuaded her 18-year-old boyfriend 

to commit suicide in a parking lot. “The texting 

suicide case” becomes a warning against the 

dangerous effects of technology and the 

vulnerability of teenagers. The veil, as a 

pervading symbol of our modern world, is present 

again, entirely covering the face of the young 
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man, who is trying to break free, alluding once 

more to the inability to see the truth and our 

powerless struggle to identify the truth among so 

many deceptive distorted reflections of the truth 

we are exposed to. The haunting melody, the 

electronic effects that heavily distort the singer’s 

voice making it sound inhuman, sometimes cold 

and metallic and some other times outwardly and 

ethereal, the lyrics entirely made up of the text 

messages Michelle sent Conrad (later on 

recuperated by the police), the mesmerising 

images playing with visual metaphors and the 

obsessively repeated exhortation to dying (“I love 

you, now die”) offer a sombre comment on the 

fragility of the human mind in this alienating and 

alienated postmodern world. 

Family, in its traditional meaning, as the most 

beautiful and comforting entity of our world, and 

love, its main ingredient, are exposed in their 

utmost vulnerability, not only through the case of 

Chris Watts but also through the shocking story of 

Katherine Knight,3 a former victim of child abuse 

who turned into a criminal and killed her husband 

“in the name of love,” and of Tyler Hadley, the 

boy who heartlessly killed both his parents 

because he just wanted to throw a party in the 

house. In the clip made for “Tyler Hadley,” the 

hooded narrator first introduced in “Columbine” 

comes back with a new obsessive rhythm (“bang 

bang boogie boogie bang bang”) and musical 

accents that imitate the hammer strikes, with 

hauntingly repeated lyrics, striking visuals, with 

schizoid, inhuman voices and with the same 

urgent warning against the violence that pervades 

the entire society. The black silhouette holding a 

hammer and projected against a red background 

reminds me of the dark silhouettes of the empty 

people in “Jim Jones” – another story of mind 

control and dehumanisation; the plastic cups full 

of red liquid, metonymically represent the party 

“that goes on and on and on,” as a symbol of the 

artificial paradise of drugs, sex and alcohol in 

which adolescence gets sometimes trapped. Food 

remains while connecting this story with the 

flawed domestic paradises in the stories of 

"Katherine Knight" and "Chris Watts,” or with the 

completely desensitised world of “Armin 

Meiwes” (the man who killed a person who 

volunteered to be eaten), symbolise the perverted 

and decayed essence of human communion and 

the absurd desire for “consumption” and disposal. 

The “evil eye,” obsessively looking at us in this 

                                                           
3 The first Australian woman imprisoned for life and 

charged with murdering her husband and feeding her 

children with parts of him. 

video, even though these are children's eyes that 

seem devoid of any emotion and compassion, 

connects this story to “John Wayne Gacy,” the 

Killer Clown, and to the dangerous gazing evil 

that might transform us all into potential victims, 

to the metaphorical blindness that seems to 

prevent us from seeing the truth. 

Another interesting aspect of SKYND projects 

is precisely this unifying red thread, these 

connecting elements that could be discovered in 

all the videos and which somehow bring together 

all these terrible stories, no matter how different 

they might be; all the linking symbols, the 

underlying structural metaphors upon which the 

stories/songs/videos are created, expose what 

appears to be a loop in the progressive march of 

history, caught as it seems in a mesh of its past 

mistakes engendered by violence and cruelty, 

shallowness and materialism that threatens to 

make it repeat them over and over again. 

     

Conclusion 

 

Every SKYND song and every story they tell 

is a piece in a huge historical puzzle; as much as 

we might abhor the violence depicted in these 

videos, as much as we might detach ourselves 

from the psychotic minds that have inflicted that 

kind of violence, we have to admit that their 

stories touch a raw nerve. The stories SKYND tell 

are part of the unfolding present history, the 

small-scale history that will probably never make 

its way into the big-scale history; they make a 

harsh X-Ray of the darkest spaces of the human 

mind, which most of us choose to ignore, but 

when at times they resurface in the ugliest manner 

humanly possible, we have to face them and start 

asking questions. 

That is exactly what they do. All the moral 

pillars of society are by turns scrutinised and their 

gradual dissolution is exposed through all their 

gruesome cases which, though “punctual” and 

localised, speak however about the flaws of an 

entire society. Love, mercy, children, friendship 

and family are looked at through “the dark 

shadows of an evil mind” and the result is 

shattering. All the violence, cruelty and absurdity 

at the edge of humanity which SKYND discover 

on the news and reenact in their musical projects 

are meant to prevent people from forgetting the 

lessons of the past. They do not speak about the 

heroic deeds of a heroic past, but about those 

“accidents” that occurred in the texture of 

contemporary reality, the fallacies of our times 

which, as the leading singer often explains, are by 

no means meant to popularise the criminal and to 
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aestheticise the crime, but to honour the victim 

and offer a cathartic confrontation with our worst 

nightmares.   

“Human beings are very good at not 

remembering,”4 the SKYND vocalist declared in 

an interview (2023) and their effort goes in the 

direction of preventing people from forgetting. 

Memory can be trained not to forget in the same 

manner as we might train ourselves to understand 

history, starting from small-scale events to the 

large-scale perspective of the conventional 

historical discourse. The principles of 

microhistory seem to be close to how SKYND 

chooses to interpret our reality and its fallacies  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 https://www.metaltalk.net/skynd-human-beings-are-

really-good-at-not-remembering.php  

and the manner in which they prefer to visually 

and musically “write” history is tropological, 

based mostly on visual metaphors and 

metonymies. Hayden White’s courageous act of 

bringing together history writing and literature/art 

seems to have found a counterpart here, in a joint 

effort to write, compose and represent, not in the 

idea of metaphorising, romanticising and 

aestheticising crime, but on the contrary, of 

rendering a dark space of humanity more 

accessible to scrutiny and analyse from a secure 

place. And metaphor and irony seem to provide 

them with the safest place.   
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Abstract: The paper looks at several subsequent examples of intertextual reference and adaptation, in both 

literary text and film, which are centred around the tension between utopian and dystopian scenarios. It 

starts from the architext of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, interpreted by the political and cultural agendas of 

various ages as both a utopian and a dystopian scenario, and continues by comparing Aldous Huxley’s 

dystopian response to the Bard’s late romance, Brave New World, as well as significant film adaptations of 

the play (Forbidden Planet 1956, Ex Machina 2014) and of the novel (Brave New World 2020). The 

adaptations form a complex network of intertextual connections, but the narratives are also illustrative of a 

particular feature of the dystopian genre and related genres, defamiliarization, explained, in this case, as a 

process that raises the readers' awareness and increases their sensitivity about and response to the novelty 

indissolubly related to such scenarios. The architextual Shakespearean fantasy, the architextual Huxleyan 

dystopia, and the technological fantasies which are the selected film adaptations of the two fictional pieces 

prove how the process of embeddedness implied by intertextuality works and how defamiliarization, in the 

speculative genres in general, operates, in Jessica Norledge’s terms, as a context-sensitive refraction of 

recognizable reality.  

Keywords: defamiliarization, dystopia, embeddedness, intertextuality, technological fantasy. 

 

Rezumat: Studiul se apleacă asupra unor exemple subsecvente de intertextualitate și adaptare, în text 

literar și film, care circumscriu tensiunea dintre scenariile utopice și distopice. Pornind de la arhitextul 

shakespearian, Furtuna, interpretat în diverse perioade istorice ca fiind fie o utopie, fie o distopie, lucrarea 

compară apoi replica pe care romanul Minunata lume nouă o dă piesei, precum și adaptări cinematografice 

atât ale piesei (Planeta interzisă 1956, Ex Machina 2014) cât și ale romanului (Minunata lume nouă 2020). 

Ele toate formează o rețea complexă de legături intertextuale, dar ilustrează și o trăsătură specifică a 

genului distopic și a altor genuri conexe, defamiliarizarea, văzută aici ca un proces ce atrage atenția și 

crește sensibilitatea cititorilor față de noutatea inerentă acestor scenarii. Fantezia originală 

shakespeariană, distopia clasică a lui Huxley, precum și fanteziile tehnologice care sunt adaptările lor 

cinematografice scot la iveală felul în care funcționează stratificarea operată de intertextualitate și cum 

defamiliarizarea, în genurile speculative în general, este, în termenii Jessicăi Norledge, o refracție nuanțată 

contextual a unei realități recognoscibile.  

Cuvinte-cheie: defamiliarizare, distopie, fantezie tehnologică, intertextualitate, stratificare. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Defining dystopian literature, Keith M. Booker 

presents it not as a genre, but as “an oppositional 

and critical energy or spirit” (1994, 3). This is 

important because it widens the scope of 

dystopian narratives, encouraging readers to seek 

them in texts which are not acclaimed as 

dystopian. Furthermore, Booker is among the first 

critics who take a bow to the Russian Formalists’ 

concept of defamiliarization in explaining how 

dystopian mechanisms work in the narrator-reader 

continuum. For the Formalists, defamiliarization 

is a technique that entails estranging the reader 

from the text, by transforming language, or 

objects described with the use of language, into 

something that seems different, remote, and 

unfamiliar. Viktor Shklovsky, an outstanding 

representative of the formalist framework of 

reference, argued that the very medium of 

literature is one whose role is to estrange readers 

with the help of novelty and innovation. 

According to him, literature makes readers more 

aware of objects around them and of the language 

itself by foregrounding them (2017, 24).  

The way Booker employs the concept of 

defamiliarization to explain the role played by 

dystopia is also reminiscent of Bertolt Brecht’s 

epic theatre, which was aimed at challenging the 

long-established Aristotelian flux leading to 
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catharsis and replacing it with a more rational and 

self-reflexive understanding, which the German 

playwright called the alienation effect, or the 

Unheimlich, the unknown, the uncanny (Carney 

2005). For the politically-involved writer and 

theorist, this desired effect of modern drama was 

not only part of the necessary aesthetics but of an 

even more necessary political agenda, thus 

helping readers and viewers to go beyond the 

bourgeois complacency of feeling emotionally 

connected to a character, towards a complex grasp 

of historical connections and social relations.  

Booker starts with the concepts of 

defamiliarization and alienation to present his 

critical view of the main function of dystopian 

literature: 

 
“By focusing their critiques of society on 

imaginatively distant settings, dystopian 

fictions provide fresh perspectives on 

problematic social and political practices that 

might otherwise be taken for granted or 

considered natural and inevitable” (1994, 5). 

 

He continues on the same note, arguing that 

this critique is done either “through the 

examination of the utopian premises on which 

existing social conditions or political systems are 

based,” that is, by casting a shadow of reasonable 

doubt upon past or present idealistic socio-

political projections, or “through the imaginative 

extension of those conditions and systems into 

different contexts that more clearly reveal their 

flaws and contradictions” (1994, 4). This entails 

the creation of a foregrounding effect that helps 

readers ask questions about issues that demand a 

rational rather than an emotional response. In the 

latter acceptance, dystopian scenarios connect this 

imaginative literature to a specific set of problems 

that have a clear counterpart in the real world. 

Booker concludes by quoting another acclaimed 

scholar of science fiction – responsible for coining 

the term cognitive estrangement, which works in 

the same spirit as Booker’s refashioning of 

defamiliarization – Robert C. Elliott, who 

believed that the dystopian literature was so 

impactful in the twentieth century because of the 

historical and technological developments that 

ruled out the kind of certainty that utopian 

discourses had promised before. In other words, 

by the time dystopian scenarios became more and 

more embraced by writers around World War II, 

society was concerned with the very opposite 

ideas than those which had made utopias flourish: 

the worry not that utopia cannot be realized, but 

that it can (Elliott, qtd in Booker 1994, 5).  

Up to a point, Booker’s definition of dystopian 

literature may appear in contradiction to that 

belonging to another famous scholar and 

practitioner of dystopia, Margaret Atwood, who 

writes, in her Dire Cartographies, that the very 

point of such scenarios is to provide readers with 

the possibility to map and chart the setting. If, she 

says, dystopia doesn’t answer three simple 

questions (“Where is it, when is it, and, 

concerning maps, what shape is it” 2011, 25), 

readers won't believe it. However, the dystopian 

spaces she creates in her novels, whether remote 

islands or cities on the North American continent, 

are a combination – or perhaps a compromise – 

between the familiar and the uncanny, being 

recognizable, yet removed realities. But, after all, 

wasn’t the first utopia the same? Thomas More’s 

1516 projection was several things at the same 

time: it may have been a real place, as argued, a 

remote island off the coast of the Americas, it 

may have been an ideal society whose perfect 

conditions could never match existing realities, or 

it may have simply been, as the Greek etymology 

of the term suggests, nowhere, in no (real) place. 

Centuries later, in 1872, when Samuel Butler 

published his novel Erewhon: Or, Over the 

Range, the spatial reference worked in the same 

way. Firstly, the declared location bore all 

possible similarities with New Zealand, which the 

author was personally acquainted with. Secondly, 

it claimed to be an ideal (but also satirical, thus, 

negatively utopian) projection of the Victorian 

world, which, however, was still beyond reach – 

or, rather, “over the range,” thirdly, Erewhon is 

another way of spelling nowhere. 

 

Several islands, connected by a singular story 

 

An alternative world, whether utopian or 

dystopian, is made meaningful to readers through 

its geography. This draws upon another 

mechanism that Jessica Norledge, in discussing 

the language of dystopia, connects more recently 

to reader response theories. She talks about “the 

impact of linguistic creativity on the reader’s 

subjectivity and personal conceptualizations” 

(2022, 27) by regarding the dystopian scenario as 

an architext. Paraphrasing Stockwell (2022, 61), 

who offered a similar argument about science 

fiction in general, and regarding dystopia, 

alongside utopia and post-apocalyptic fiction, as a 

possible such architextual template, Norledge 

describes the experience of reading dystopia as 

one that alters the reader’s perceptions and habits 

of interpretation. This is done by keeping a firm 

and constant link between the world of the text 
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and the actual world (of the author and reader). 

That is, dystopian scenarios describe credible 

environments, which include distorted visions 

about present-day referents, objects, characters, or 

themes. This process is achieved by employing 

“an often-satirical refraction of recognizable” 

realities (2022, 61), which can be identified by 

“an ideal reader,” one who understands and reacts 

in the Brechtian manner. Finally, this leads to 

another apparent paradox of dystopia: even if is 

set in a distant future and a remote, or non-

existent, space, this type of scenario is equally 

context-sensitive to the most typical realistic text 

or roman à clef.   

To start with an obvious example, the impact 

of dystopia, in geographies that are, at the same 

time, recognizable and exotic, is also powerful in 

its detailed evocation of how authority acts and of 

the effect these actions have on the inhabitants of 

the dystopian world. The language of authority is 

echoed in the vocabulary of the regime and the 

names given to subjects, phenomena, and 

fabricated objects. In Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-

Four (1949), a brand new language is created, 

Newspeak, an English in which some words have 

disappeared altogether, while others are used with 

opposite meanings. Truth is the new word for 

manipulation and brainwashing, while love is used 

euphemistically to describe torture and suffering. 

In Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale 

(1985), vocabulary is purged by a forced process 

of archaization, to foreground the biblical 

mythology on which the political regime of 

Gilead relies. The citizens speak in biblical verses 

and follow strict sumptuary laws, which mainly 

affect the female population, victims of the 

theocratic society.  

If dystopian fiction, like science fiction in 

general, relies on speculation, the language 

employed to construct it is equally speculative. 

The process of defamiliarization is reflected in the 

language of dystopian fiction, to destabilize the 

reader’s perception while remaining within the 

limits of the recognizable and plausible, to serve 

the communicative function. A distinct category 

of dystopian language is the regularization 

process employed in naming characters, 

associated with the very purpose of dystopia, that 

of warning readers. Naming works hand in hand 

with the modus operandi of the dystopian regime, 

where the subjects live with their attributed roles 

and places. The above-mentioned “often-satirical 

refraction” of reality can be seen when the naming 

process in dystopia works à rebours, an ironic 

commentary about an explicitly conveyed social, 

political, or cultural message.  

When Shakespeare wrote his famous 

interrogation “What’s in a name,” in Romeo and 

Juliet, he was critical of the conventions society 

imposed on individuals, thus preventing them 

from following their true hearts. In 1932, when 

Aldous Huxley published his dystopian novel 

Brave New World, he was playing with other 

conventions. First and foremost, with the literary 

tradition that had imposed for centuries an 

idealized interpretation of Shakespeare’s late 

romance, The Tempest. Miranda’s admiration for 

the white men she sees landing on her father’s 

island is, after all, not to be taken seriously in the 

original Elizabethan text. The illusion of the 

“brave new world” the young woman has, full of 

“godly creatures” and a “beauteous mankind” (V, 

1, 2234-6), is ruined immediately by her father’s 

ironic hedging remark: “’Tis new to thee” (V, 1, 

2237). Miranda has lived her entire life in 

complete isolation, with no other human creatures 

around her than her ageing father and the 

deformed monster Caliban, so the arrival of white 

men can only look like a miracle to her. At the 

same time, however, it must be noted that the 

epithet “brave” which Miranda attaches to the 

new arrivals is frequently employed by various 

characters throughout the play: Ariel is presented 

as a brave spirit, Prospero calls Miranda his brave 

daughter, Stephano’s ambitions are about a brave 

kingdom, even Caliban is a brave monster in 

Trinculo’s eyes. This overall relativization of 

“bravery” as a singular characteristic of 

civilization cannot have been missed by Huxley 

when he chose this particular line for the title of 

his book, set in “New London” in the distant 

future, in stark contrast with the “savage lands” 

which still live by the old rules.  

Another clear intertextual strategy employed 

by Huxley is to pay special attention to the 

meaningful naming of his characters, as 

Shakespeare had done in his romance. Prospero, 

the enlightened prince, could not prosper on his 

island, in Europe, so he sailed away and, though 

shipwrecked in the middle of the ocean, was 

determined to prosper on this new island, 

claiming to be lord of it. For readers to be able to 

picture the location of the island, Shakespeare 

calls the native Caliban, suggesting, in all 

likelihood, the Carib(bean) as a possible spot on 

Prospero’s map. Miranda, like the Latin 

namesake, is full of wonder, a quality which 

works in both the active and the passive voice: she 

is wondrous, as Ferdinand believes to have met a 

true goddess, and also wonders at how wondrous 

the new humans are (“I might call him a thing 

divine,” Miranda says about Ferdinand, I, 2, 583-
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4). Huxley’s meaningful naming mirrors 

Shakespeare’s, though the references are 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century – political, 

social and literary – rather than Elizabethan.  

One of the most subtle ways in which Huxley 

connects his text with Shakespeare's is the 

dystopian core of the apparent utopian projection. 

The Bard's late romance features two typologies 

of natives concerning the white authority of the 

magus/enlightened prince: Ariel, the good savage, 

submissive and controllable, presented in a 

positive light vs. Caliban, the half-fish, who uses 

language only to curse, a constant danger for fair 

Miranda's virtue. As we know, in the 1600s when 

the play was staged in London, England was 

already making its first significant conquests in 

the West Indies, not incidentally, a territory whose 

history remained, until the late nineteenth century, 

linked with the slave trade and the work on the 

plantations. It is also worth remembering that 

postcolonial criticism developed, after the 

collapse of the British Empire, using The Tempest 

and Caliban’s character as main symbols of the 

Western geopolitical agenda. Prospero and 

Caliban unequivocally illustrate the notion that 

the centre, the self, or the Eurocentric perception 

of otherness, on the one hand, and the periphery, 

the other, or the slave, on the other, are embodied 

by two fundamentally opposing experiences. 

While the conqueror prospers and his daughter is 

admirable, the native is negligible at best and 

abhorred at worst. This negligible presence with 

no voice and agency survives through whatever 

forms of resistance they can muster. Caliban is 

aggressive and revolting when he curses his 

master or threatens to violate Miranda, although 

these are his ways to protect his legacy. 

Throughout the play, he insists that the island on 

which Prospero prospers is his, inherited from his 

mother, the African witch Sycorax, who was its 

first human inhabitant. His refusal to 

communicate in articulate English should be seen 

in connection with his ability to understand the 

other, unspoken, secret voices of the island, the 

subtle manifestations of the subaltern identity, 

whether human or nonhuman.  

The canonical Shakespearean criticism of The 

Tempest presents the play as an allegory of artistic 

creation, with Prospero a magician of words who 

bids farewell to his books when he returns to the 

civilized world. Conversely, the postcolonial 

readings of the play point to another significant 

allegory, of power, of the master-slave 

relationship, of imperial expansionism. Octave 

Mannoni (1956), one of the first interpreters of the 

play in this revisionist light, coined the term 

Prospero’s complex, the (white) man’s obsessive 

need to demand submissiveness and respect. In 

the postcolonial logic, this perfect plot is not 

entirely harmonious, but rather a utopian attempt, 

which goes wrong and turns into a dystopia. The 

postcolonial critical spirit inspired many fictional 

revisitation of Shakespearean plays, novels, and 

films. While the vast majority are in English, a 

notable exception is Aimé Césaire’s A Tempest 

(1969), where the Martinican writer and politician 

imagines life on the Caribbean island before 

Prospero’s arrival and judges the aftermath of 

Prospero’s rule. In Ariel, a mulatto, and Caliban, a 

black slave, Césaire projects two attitudes and 

stances taken by former colonies in relation to the 

imperial authority: one of nonviolent negotiation 

and one of violent revolution. The Martinican 

play has a gloomier ending because, unlike 

Shakespeare’s text, which finishes with the white 

men leaving the island, A Tempest features a 

Prospero determined to stay and nip the revolution 

in the bud, therefore not granting submissive Ariel 

the promised independence.  

Seemingly ideal, with marvellous matchings, 

wise elders and graceful youngsters, The Tempest 

has an equal number of dark spots. Ariel, the good 

native, is promised freedom in exchange for his 

obedience, but this freedom never comes. Caliban 

is a tormented soul and Prospero finds enough 

pleasure in increasing his torment, feeling entitled 

to do so because the native rejects his authority. 

At the very end, when all Europeans leave the 

island, the problems which were there upon their 

arrival, many years before, are still there, 

unresolved and augmented.   

 

The Tempest Rediviva, a dystopian narrative  

 

When Huxley published his novel in 1932, the 

world’s pride and trust in progress and technology 

had already been waning for a decade or two. 

Industrialization had, after all, pushed the world 

into the trenches of the Great War. The excessive 

faith in an ideal – whether political or social – had 

also proved to strike a discordant note, and the 

experiments that were carried out in various parts 

of Europe were evidence of this. Even the 

American Dream, one of the last great illusions of 

Western civilization, was crumbling under the 

burden of the Great Depression. Illustrating the 

notion that most dreams can turn into nightmares, 

the novel describes a global state, with its capital 

in New London, where “perfection,” “harmony,” 

and “happiness” are secured by the mass 

production of goods and people. One of the 

greatest discoveries, which makes all the two 
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billion citizens of the World State proud and 

confident, is mechanical reproduction, which 

allows hundreds of twins to work concomitantly 

on hundreds of identical machines, on an endless 

assembly line. The huge factory that civilization 

becomes in the year 2450 is run by three 

fundamental rules, expressions of three desiderata 

– Community, Identity and Stability. Ironic 

replicas of the ideals of the French Revolution, on 

which the modern European state was built, the 

three slogans of the new world describe a society 

in which not only privacy but the very details that 

have defined “civilization” for several thousand 

years are eradicated.  

The country’s most important laboratory, 

Hatcheries and Conditioning, is, in fact, an 

enormous artificial womb where humans are not 

born, but preconditioned via genetic interventions. 

The class system that characterized the world of 

yesterday is replaced by a new type of caste-based 

mechanism that directs citizens to one of the five 

genetic categories of the population. The Alphas 

and Betas are at the top of the hierarchy, entitled 

by their genetic superiority to lead the privileged 

lives of the elites. At the bottom of the pyramid 

are the Epsilons, imperfect after the embryonic 

modifications operated in the Hatcheries, who are 

destined to serve the elites silently and willingly. 

To make sure this genetic hierarchy is protected 

and embraced by all, with no danger of disruption, 

the genetic preconditioning is followed by 

behavioural conditioning, as all children of the 

World State are brought up in a controlled 

environment, where sleep-learning, or 

hypnopaedia, teaches individuals to adhere to 

their group and reject those from the other castes. 

If these two measures were not enough, an 

instrument of control meant to regulate the system 

further and annihilate any possible anti-social 

behaviour is soma, a drug that is distributed to the 

population regularly to keep them calm and 

happy.  

Watching over this complex system, a firm 

believer in all the value and worth of the World 

State is Mustapha Mond, Resident World 

Controller, who dedicates his life to the ultimate 

goal. The ideal of this state is a utilitarian one: to 

achieve permanent social stability by maximizing 

societal satisfaction, or “happiness,” sacrificing 

individual freedom and creativity. Ironically, the 

highest social virtue of the World State its 

ideologues and administrators protect, together 

with how this virtue is achieved, are embellished 

versions of an ideal embodied and voiced not only 

by the extremist political views that divided 

Europe in the first half of the twentieth century 

but also by one of Huxley’s American 

contemporaries, who was neither a politician nor 

an ideologue: industrialist Henry Ford.  

Huxley’s imagined World State lives in the 

year 632 AF, that is, After Ford, the name and 

legacy of the car manufacturer is turned into the 

only accepted religion. Ford was, of course, the 

creator of the T Model automobile, which 

revolutionized transport as well as mentalities in 

America. Offering cars to the average middle-

class American men and women, Ford promoted a 

certain version of the American Dream, which 

came to be synonymous with consumerism, a 

cycle of cheap production and fast consumption, 

meant to secure the happiness of the individuals, 

which, in turn, maintained the stability of the 

state. The industrialist’s idea soon received a 

name, Fordism, an illustration of capitalist virtues 

characteristic of the early twentieth century. 

Ford’s social and economic vision turns, in 

Huxley’s novel, into the official World State 

religion. The new calendar started in the year of 

“Our Lord, Henry Ford”’s death, the sign of the 

cross was replaced by a T-shaped symbol, 

reminiscent of Ford’s iconic automobile model, 

and the term of address for the supreme authority 

of the state is “His Fordship,” a pun which 

combines the industrialist’s name, the noun 

“worship” and the traditional English term of 

address “Lordship”.  

But Fordism in the novel is a cult that blends 

religious with secular rituals, lays emphasis on 

pleasure as the supreme goal, necessary to achieve 

stability and peace, and regards the religious 

sentiment as yet another biological need to be 

efficiently addressed. It is equally ironic that the 

language of the new religion is oversimplified, not 

in the sense of being purged, but merely in the 

sense of its transformation into an infantile 

nursery rhyme, with frequently ridiculous and 

obscene overtones. The so-called Solidarity 

Service, chanted in weekly public ceremonies, is a 

combination of common words, simple rhymes 

and obvious alliterative patterns, which achieve a 

comic effect in the readers, but which are 

expected to make the characters of the novel 

happy and satisfied, a mental state considered a 

manifestation of religious fervour:  

 
“Orgy-porgy, Ford and fun, 

Kiss the girls and make them One. 

Boys at one with girls at peace; 

Orgy-porgy gives release.” (Huxley, 94) 

 

The “psalm,” in its child-like simplicity and 

hypnotic repetitiveness, has to be interpreted 

alongside a series of details about how language is 
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perceived in the World State. First of all, 

according to the world controller, the upbringing 

of the citizens, based on various forms of 

conditioning, relies also on “wordless 

conditioning,” which, he admits, is “crude and 

wholesale, [and] cannot inculcate the more 

complex courses of behaviour” (Huxley, 28). The 

words all citizens of the World State must learn 

are “words without reason” (Huxley, 28). This is 

where hypnopaedia intervenes, as the messages 

which are whispered into all the children’s ears 

while they are sleeping brainwash them and train 

them as ideal citizens of the World State. The 

results of hypnopaedia can best be seen in Lenina 

Crowne, the female protagonist, a member of the 

elite, as a Beta Plus, beautiful, desirable, healthy, 

“virtuous,” i.e. well-disciplined, who is unable to 

engage in a more complex spiritual or 

philosophical conversation with Bernard Marx, an 

Alpha Plus psychologist. Marx yearns for 

something which he cannot name, which makes 

him feel wretched, but Lenina doesn’t understand 

him and regards his unhappiness as a form of 

blasphemy.  

The contrast is even starker when John the 

Savage enters the stage. Born in overseas 

reservations (in New Mexico), John is a 

representative of the old world, now on the verge 

of extinction, where natural reproduction still 

exists, where ageing and illness are natural 

processes, where people speak different languages 

and have various religions. The savages are 

oddities for the preconditioned citizens of the 

World State, and their behaviour and vocabulary 

are considered vulgarities by the society which 

had transformed much of the English vocabulary, 

especially words related to emotions and feelings, 

into taboo. Ironically, this is where Huxley 

introduces Shakespeare. John the Savage is the 

new Caliban, who, unlike his namesake, is the 

most articulate character, who uses language not 

to curse, not even to engage in child-like rituals, 

but to recite from… The Tempest. Lenina regards 

the “orgy porgy” doggerel as the supreme 

manifestation of her civilization, but the savage, 

who found, among his mother’s things, a very old 

copy of the Bard’s Complete Works, recites from 

Romeo and Juliet and Troilus and Cressida when 

he watches the beautiful woman sleep:  

 
“Her eyes, her hair, her cheek, her gait, her 

voice;  

Handlest in thy discourse O! that her hand,  

In whose comparison all whites are ink  

Writing their own reproach; to whose soft 

seizure  

The cygnet’s down is harsh…” (Huxley, 144). 

 

Civilized Lenina can only counter with an 

automatic reply, in the spirit of “orgy-porgy,” 

after she assaults John sexually, to his dismay: 

 
“Hug me till you drug me, honey,  

Kiss me till I’m in a coma:  

Hug me, honey, snuggly bunny;  

Love’s as good as soma” (Huxley, 166). 

 

It is in these lines that the difference between 

John and Lenina is best seen, rather than the class 

or the geography they belong to. Lenina’s 

preconditioning keeps her a prisoner of Fordism, 

while John has accidentally grown with another 

preconception, about the unalienable complexity 

of the individual, which he has taught himself 

through poetry (Peery, 2017, 20). Here, again, 

Huxley nods at Shakespeare’s The Tempest, by 

indicating, in the reversed Caliban destiny of the 

savage and in the legacy of his mother, how the 

relativization of values is achieved in the 

“civilizing” Eurocentric discourse. Lenina comes 

from “Western Europe,” from “New” London, 

considering herself a typical English girl (let us 

remember that Bernard Marx, grieved that Lenina 

doesn’t respond to his metaphysical anxieties, 

admits that he cannot expect an “abnormal, 

extraordinary behaviour” from this decent girl). 

John embodies otherness and the periphery, is 

loathed and feared, and his behaviour, like that of 

the other savages, is regarded as irregular, 

dangerous, and outrageous. Lenina-Miranda and 

John-Caliban have come full circle.  

Naming in the novel is significant in the same 

way in which it was part of the message of the 

Shakespearean romance. Lenina is Miranda, but 

her given name hints ironically at the Bolshevik 

leader of the Russian Revolution, a man whose 

highest goal in life was to eradicate class 

differences. In contrast, Lenina is not only aware 

but also proud of her privileged status as Beta 

Plus and enjoys taking full advantage of her elitist 

position. Psychologist Bernard Marx, who is in 

charge of the hypnopaedia experiment, to create 

perfect citizens through brainwashing since early 

childhood, also enjoys a privileged status as 

Alpha Plus, even if, genetically, he is not at the 

highest end of the echelon, being short-sighted 

and less tall and well-built than the other perfect 

specimens. Bearing the surname of the 

philosopher who defined interhuman relations in 

terms of class struggle, Bernard embodies this 

very class difference – Huxley’s critique of the 

contradictions that marked the socialist ideology 

since its inception. His Fordship Mustapha Mond 

pushes the irony even further. Living with the 
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illusion of his grandeur and bearing the burden of 

his self-assumed mission, he shares his given 

name with the strong historical and political 

personality of Mustapha Kemal, who led Turkey 

on the road to modernization after the dissolution 

of the Ottoman Empire. His surname is 

reminiscent of Sir Alfred Mond, a liberal 

politician and industrialist, who shared the passion 

for mass reproduction with Henry Ford. However, 

Mond was also a leading representative of the 

Zionist movement, while, in contrast, Ford was 

well-known for his anti-Semitist views. Therefore, 

in Huxley's brave new world, a Zionist leader is 

the direct follower of the anti-Semitist founder's 

vision of a perfect world and a practitioner of the 

only accepted religion. Marx’s best friend is 

Helmholtz Watson, a character bearing the 

surname of the friend and assistant par excellence 

in English fiction, but also with a first name 

reminiscent of an influential scientist and 

philosopher, Hermann von Helmholtz, who wrote 

extensively about the civilizing power of science 

in the nineteenth century, a time when humanity’s 

trust in the benefits of progress seemed to be a 

dream come true.  

 

Context-sensitive adaptations of dystopian 

narratives 

 

Huxley’s novel is an ideal example of the fact 

that literary experimentation with intertextual 

relations is far-reaching, generating concentric 

circles of connectivity inside and outside the 

networks of written fiction. At the same time, it is 

regarded by scholarship as the architext of science 

fiction and a dystopian narrative. It is worth 

noting that the play it alludes to in the title and the 

plot is another architext – for canonical criticism, 

of the very allegory of the theatre, and, for the 

postcolonial critique, of how Western literature 

legitimated the discourse of white superiority, the 

dichotomy between the centre and the periphery, 

the undisputable moral and social superiority of 

the master over the slave, etc.  

It is interesting to observe, in what follows, 

how the cinematic response to these architexts has 

also made complex use of intertextual networks 

and also how they served to become themselves 

referential productions for certain genres. But 

before looking at a selection of films, let us return 

a little to the theoretical notions discussed in the 

first part of this study. We argued, following a 

certain line of scholarship related to dystopia, that 

a particular feature of the genre and related genres 

is defamiliarization, a process that raises the 

readers’ awareness and increases their sensitivity 

about and response to the novelty indissolubly 

related to such scenarios. Starting from 

recognizable realities, the speculative/science-

fictional/dystopian plot departs then substantially 

from the said reality, towards the next level, to 

whose reception and understanding of the 

suspension of disbelief in readers is necessary – to 

paraphrase the theorists of Romanticism in the 

nineteenth century. 

Huxley’s Brave New World operates with this 

progressive estrangement effect in a way in which 

Shakespeare’s romance, if regarded as a fantasy, 

also did. Recognizable individual details, when 

put together in an ensemble, create a canvas that 

is removed from the ordinary perception and 

plunges readers into a parallel universe. Similar 

mechanisms are employed in the loose 

adaptations of the play and novel to be discussed, 

where the numerous similarities and even more 

numerous differences disclose a network of 

intertextuality, which, with the creation of new 

media and new technologies, has grown ever 

richer and more multi-dimensional.  

One of the first filmed revisitation of 

Shakespeare’s The Tempest is Forbidden Planet, 

from 1956, now regarded as a classic of the sci-fi 

genre, an iconic precursor of contemporary SF 

cinema. The production was considered 

pioneering in several ways: the first film with an 

interstellar plot and setting, the first film to 

present a robot as more than a machine, as an 

entity with a distinct personality, and, last but not 

least, the first film to present what is now 

commonly known as a spin-off of a classical 

literary text. In the twenty-third century, a group 

of spatial explorers arrive on a planet in a distant 

solar system, Altair IV, in search of an expedition 

that had been lost there many years before. The 

new expedition led by Commander Adams, a new 

Ferdinand with a more heroic and lucrative 

purpose than his royal ancestor, finds two human 

survivors, Dr. Morbius and his daughter Altaira. 

The new Prospero is not a magus and enlightened 

prince, but a scientist, and, alongside his 

wonderful daughter, the faithful spirit assisting the 

wise protagonist in the seventeenth-century 

romance is now rendered as the nice and efficient 

Robby the Robot. An unknown and dangerous 

creature, responsible for the disappearance of the 

advanced Krell civilization that had lived on the 

planet thousands of years before, as well as for the 

death of the other human participants in the first 

expedition, is the modern version of Caliban. The 

antagonist in the Shakespearean play is, for the 

first time, credited with more power and agency, 

but this power is negative and destructive, in fact, 
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responsible for Dr. Morbius’ ultimate demise. 

“This thing of darkness” that Prospero succeeded 

in “acknowledging” as his own (V, 1, 275-6), 

through physical force and intellectual superiority, 

is the Id monster, who can be obliterated only if 

the entire planet is obliterated, which is the film’s 

last scene, watched by the survivors from their 

spaceship. The film’s message contains a typical 

posthumanist warning: just as the very advanced 

Krell civilization had perished after it had 

concluded its cycle, the human race can also see 

itself facing extinction, especially if the lessons 

taught by the universe are not learned properly.  

Six decades later, an even looser adaptation of 

The Tempest contains allusions not only to the 

literary text but to the 1956 film as well. Regarded 

by critics as a shining example of new-generation 

sci-fi cinema, Ex-Machina (2014) is a story 

derived as much from Prospero’s island as from 

Victor Frankenstein’s laboratory. Caleb Smith, a 

programmer at Google-equivalent search engine 

company Blue Book, wins a prize that allows him 

to pay a visit to the world’s renowned scientist 

and company CEO, Nathan Bateman. Nathan 

lives alone in an isolated environment, together 

with a servant he treats badly, Kyoko, and an 

android woman, Ava, who is Nathan’s most 

advanced creation, whom the intruder Caleb falls 

in love with. This is where the similarity with The 

Tempest ends, but where a string of more 

complicated intertextual references begins. The 

isolated environment is, for a change, not the 

exotic Caribbean, but the glacial Scandinavian 

North, where Nathan built a breathtaking 

futuristic house that also serves as a sophisticated, 

high-tech facility. Ava is, in a way, Miranda. 

Nathan's creation is a wondrous thing, not a 

goddess, as Ferdinand believed, but the most 

advanced robot, whose humanoid features and 

gestures trick Caleb into imagining a romance. 

Played by Alicia Vikander, Ava is an iconic figure 

of the film and of the new-generation SF, in the 

same way in which Miranda has been, for 

posterity, an iconic image.  

Even if she is considered a secondary character 

in The Tempest, as the only female presence in the 

play, one endowed with as little agency as the 

slave Caliban, Miranda is the very embodiment of 

the play’s graceful and harmonious ways. It can 

be argued that Miranda’s famous afterlife was 

consolidated, in the nineteenth century, by the 

Pre-Raphaelites, a group of British painters who 

sought inspiration for their art in ancient 

mythology, medieval lore, and Shakespeare. 

Among the best-known Pre-Raphaelite pieces and 

the best-known illustrations of the Bard’s last 

romance is a set of Miranda paintings by John 

William Waterhouse. In the 1875 painting, a fair-

haired Miranda dressed in white sits on a stone, 

watching the vast expanse of the ocean with 

melancholy. She is alone and sad, apparently 

waiting for someone or something to rescue her 

from this passivity. The 1916 version of the 

painting is more dynamic, with Miranda, again on 

the beach, her dishevelled red hair suggesting a 

more tormented state of mind, watching the 

shipwreck caused by her father’s storm.  

Android Ava in Ex Machina is representative 

not only of a new generation of sci-fi productions 

but also of a new generation of robots, who are, 

simultaneously, more like humans and more 

obviously crafted with the help of technology. 

Ava has humanoid hands and a humanoid face 

attached to a transparent cyborg body, thus 

allowing us to study in detail all the buttons, 

cables and codes that make her work so well and 

human-like, an interesting comment on the self-

reflexivity of artistic and technological creation. 

As a reviewer describes Vikander’s performance 

and the director’s idea, 

 
“Blending balletic physical performance with 

Double Negative’s excellently rendered 

computer graphics, Ava beautifully blurs the 

line between ‘mecha’ and ‘orga’ (in the 

lexicon of Spielberg’s AI), inflecting the most 

natural gestures – a tilt of the head, a roll of the 

wrist, a flicker of a smile – with a hint of 

artifice, subtly accentuated by a whispered 

symphony of gyroscopic noise” (Kermode, 

2015). 

 

Ava’s presence in the film, characterized by 

critics as “beautiful and smart, sleek and stacked” 

is “at once decidedly unsettling and safely under 

lock and key, which makes her an ideal 

posthuman female” (Dargis, 2015), a complex 

combination between a cyborg and the archetypal 

Eve. If Prospero’s island in the Carib(bean) was 

presented by Shakespeare as Edenic, but, due to 

Caliban’s disturbing presence, it could also be 

seen – as it was by postcolonial thinkers – as a 

hell on earth for the more unfortunate inhabitants, 

something similar can be argued about the setting 

in Ex Machina. A wild, isolated natural 

environment still untouched by the ills of the 

twenty-first century, such as pollution, excessive 

urban sprawl, overpopulation, deforestation, and 

global warming, is doubled by a futuristic 

architectural design blending sustainable 

technologies and natural materials, for Nathan’s 

house. This all looks ideal, as it should be, given 

that a visit here is Caleb’s first prize. But this 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

867 

 

environment, like the island of Doctor Moreau, 

hides another thing of darkness: not Caliban, now 

turned into a defenceless Asian maid, but the 

master himself. Nathan is the twenty-first-century 

version of the omnipresent Victorian mad 

scientist, the scholar who puts himself and 

humanity in danger out of his unlimited desire to 

decipher the secrets of knowledge and to 

experiment with the latest advances in technology. 

In Victorian literature, whether we refer to 

Frankenstein or Dr. Jekyll, these new Faustian 

figures, driven by noble ideals, end up, like Faust 

himself, paying the highest price. The punishment 

is received especially for the moral imbalance 

they created, what today we call bioethical issues, 

namely how far can science be pushed, to what 

extent can humans play God, what are the 

consequences of unlimited scientific 

experimentation for the wellbeing of humanity 

and the planet, etc.  

An allusion hidden in the film, the name of 

Nathan’s company, Blue Book, should not be 

missed in connection to the ethical discussion 

about the role of science and technology in 

general and about Artificial Intelligence in 

particular. The reference is to a series of lectures 

given by Ludwig Wittgenstein in the 1930s, 

collected in a series of so-called blue and brown 

books, where, alongside language games and 

computation, the German philosopher addresses 

the dilemma of the machine. How can a machine 

be deemed to be thinking, how can it, in general, 

be given human attributes, since this would blur 

the boundaries between humans and nonhumans 

to the point of moral confusion, he wonders 

(1965). In Ex-Machina, the dilemma also contains 

the gender dimension. In a film critic’s words:  

 
“[This is a] movie about men and the machines 

they make, but it's also about men and the 

women they dream up. That makes it a creation 

story, except instead of God repurposing a rib, 

the story here involves a Supreme Being who 

has built an A.I.” (Dargis, 2015).  

 

Nathan, as Supreme Being, should be, to 

contemporary viewers, as disturbing as the Jekyll-

Hyde couple was to Victorian readers. Nathan is 

an IT genius, a successful entrepreneur and the 

creator of a superior being, but, at the same time, 

he is a drunkard and a bully, with a despicable 

temper and a narcissistic personality. At the end 

of the film, Nathan tries to “upgrade” Ava by 

annulling her current programming and erasing 

her memory, but, in self-defence, and with human 

help from the other female, Kyoko, the android 

kills her maker and escapes the isolated 

Scandinavian environment, going to live in a city 

where she easily blends into the crowd. Unlike 

The Tempest, where Miranda leaves the island 

behind, following the male decision-makers, her 

father and her husband, here, the female 

protagonist prevails, imposing her agency, but the 

ultimate message is disturbing. If, genderwise, 

Ava’s and Kyoko’s victory against their jailer 

makes a politically correct point, the cyborg’s 

triumph over the human points at the 

insidiousness and two-sided nature of artificial 

technology. Ava does not have human (or 

humane) feelings, not only as she strikes her 

maker, but also as she leaves Caleb behind at 

Nathan’s facility, locked up in the lab, probably to 

die alone. She repairs herself with spare parts 

from other androids and deliberately chooses a 

more human-looking material (artificial skin) to 

push the deception to the limit. She now looks, 

walks and talks like a woman. But, just like in the 

famous piece of abductive reasoning about the 

quacking duck, the dilemma remains whether she 

can be considered a real woman or not.  

Finally, the latest adaptation of Brave New 

World, the Peacock serial production of 2020 in 

10 episodes, is commented on here as an 

illustration of intertextuality and experimentation 

with defamiliarization. The series was not a 

commercial or critical success, as a review quite 

bluntly points out:  

 
“Not since Game of Thrones have I seen so 

many nude scenes so happily, lavishly and 

gratuitously staged for our viewing pleasure 

[…] while something of practically no import 

goes on in between or in the foreground” 

(Mangan, 2020).  

 

Indeed, nudity is one of the series’ highlights, 

but, to the producers’ defence, let us remember 

that the film’s source book told the tale of a 

pleasure-seeking society, where neither high 

moral standards, nor aesthetic ideals are deemed 

important for the satisfaction of basic 

physiological needs. What I find more striking in 

the adaptation is the removal of the source’s 

source, which lent the novel (and the series) its 

title. In the 2020 adaptation, nothing gives 

viewers a hint as to why the World State of the 

future, with a setting that may have been shared 

with another famous sci-fi, Elysium (2013), is 

referred to as “Brave New World,” Elysium, with 

its biblical reference, promised from the onset a 

perfect and tranquil environment, with lush 

vegetation and nimble creatures, where suffering 

and death were alien concepts. 2020 Brave New 

World is set in New London, a glamorous city of 
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the future, with exquisite glass buildings and 

beautiful hanging gardens, full of young, 

handsome and elegant people, bright and clean, 

sophisticated, symmetrical, and ultra-modern. But 

what is brave and new about it in the absence of 

the referential Shakespeare? In the reservations, 

imagined as a fun park, where humans live as they 

do now in a sad and deserted post-industrial small 

provincial town, John the Savage has not grown 

with the Complete Works, discovered among his 

mother's possessions, but with a walkman 

presented to him by his mother’s neighbour and 

drunkard boyfriend, who sells old cassettes and 

tapes to the nostalgic. Unlike the novel, where a 

love story between John and Lenina is ruled out 

by the divergent channels of communication they 

use (John – Shakespeare, Lenina – the Solidarity 

Service textbook), the film has the relationship 

between the two protagonists progress to the tune 

of Jim Lauderdale’s American country music. In 

fact, one of the aspects in which the film most 

radically departs from the book is Lenina’s 

conversion, absent in Huxley’s text, complete in 

the 2020 series, from the soma-addicted, pleasure-

seeking, regimented citizen, to the individualized 

woman, who loves, yearns, suffers, has hopes and 

dreams, feels jealous and abandoned.  

Huxley’s novel is by now a classic of 

dystopian literature; perhaps… too classic, in the 

sense that some of the warnings the author 

formulated in the 1930s have already been part 

and parcel of our lives. He, then, imagined that 

the apocalypse would take the shape of economic 

depression – and his new world emerged after five 

centuries of transformations engendered by this 

economic crisis. The dystopian scenarios 

commonly imagined today are the result of our 

society’s wariness of nuclear disasters, machines 

taking over human control, pandemics, pollution, 

and climate change. The idea of designing a safe 

and clean environment – here or in outer space – 

has been a scientific preoccupation for decades, 

while fiction and cinema have pictured it critically 

as a marker of class difference in the future (here, 

again, Elysium makes a good point, but also more 

satirical allegories like 2021 Don’t Look Up). 

2020 Brave New World is probably meant as such 

an exercise, more than a replica of the original 

novel, with the elite World State residents living 

in peace, luxury, eternal youth and health, while 

the savages, ordinary humans, are kept at bay by 

an energy barrier that can be crossed only by the 

artificially programmed Alphas, Betas, and 

Gammas.  

In the TV series, the savages organize a 

revolution, massacring the “tourists” from the 

World State who have been exploiting them for 

years, warning them never to return to their 

territory. This is a reinterpretation not only of 

Huxley's novel but, indirectly, of The Tempest, in 

the postcolonial spirit, with a generic Caliban 

rising against his rulers and demanding the right 

to self-governance. Let us argue that these 

alterations of the original script are justified by 

what Jessica Norledge calls the need to create a 

credible environment, to provide a scenario that is 

a refraction of a recognizable reality – 

recognizable to the viewers of the year 2020, who 

are, after all, a century away from Huxley’s 

intended readers of 1932. 

It should be admitted, though, that the film 

operates as an oversimplification of the original 

message of the book. The three-fold motto of the 

hedonistic society in New London has given up 

the abstract “Community, Identity, Stability,” for 

a more explicit description of a modus vivendi: 

“No privacy, no family, no monogamy,” The 

names of the characters also ring less significant 

bells. For example, Bernard’s surname is still 

Marx, but he is very seldom referred to by his full 

name, so the connection with the German thinker 

is lost on viewers. Marx’s best friend in the novel, 

Helmholtz Watson, a writer who was unhappy 

because he couldn’t put his creativity to good use, 

being endlessly forced to produce infantile 

slogans, is Helm, the same, and yet, not the same 

character and name. Helm is a female socialite 

who organizes the parties (or orgies) that keep the 

citizens of New London sexually content and 

who, as the series progresses, runs out of 

inspiration for the themes that could still make her 

parties a roaring success. This is a more 

superficial version of the original character, a 

choice that is not rescued by the gender balance. 

A similar fate is shared by the new Mustapha 

Mond. The world controller is not a complex 

character in the series, despite the fact that the role 

is played by a black female actress. In the novel, 

His Fordship was a leader and political thinker, 

with the ambition to radically alter the social 

fabric (though in a wrong way), while the 2020 

Mond appears to be merely opportunistic and 

selfish.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The road from Shakespeare’s nimble script to 

the technological fantasies ripe with special 

effects may seem unlikely, as is, in theory, the 

connection between utopia and dystopia. But, if 

scholarship has already succeeded to prove that 

utopias can only be dystopian, while every 
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dystopia contains at least a seed of utopian 

thought, then too, the democratization of 

reception makes it possible for the classical 

romance to be read in a continuum of intertextual 

relations, which work in concentric circles. The 

Tempest is an architext, but so is Huxley’s Brave 

New World, and so are sci-fi spin-offs like 

Forbidden Planet and Ex Machina. Each of these 

narratives uses the pretext of fantasy, speculation, 

or the mode of dystopia to address pressing 

problems of the time and place that produced 

them. If fantasy and dystopia carry readers and 

viewers towards a remote or alien chronology and 

topography, still, the narrative foregrounds 

enough elements to keep a firm and constant link 

with the immediate reality. The credibility, the 

already quoted refraction of recognizable hints, is 

what it takes for fantasy to work as a forewarner, 

pointing at some of the silent emergencies 

humanity is facing hic et nunc while appearing to 

project these fears in an escapist manner. 
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arrhythmic, violent, and unpredictable pulse of ecological calamity – against the unarchived and, therefore, 

potentially actualised temporalities of revolution, with its dual capacity to metabolise trauma and inaugurate 

a renewed horizon of hope.  

Keywords: temporality, dystopia, postmillennial fiction, bleak utopianism, women’s time.  

 

Rezumat: Prezentate ca o serie de dosare incomplete sau parțial distruse ce sunt depozitate în arhivele 

Sistemului Judiciar al Autorității Engleze într-un viitor nu foarte îndepărtat, mărturiile protagonistei 

romanului distopic scris de Sarah Hall captează interferențele temporale dintre, pe de o parte, un prezent 

încă latent, care nu deține instrumentarul necesar înțelegerii recent instalatei catastrofe (sociale, politice, 

ecologice), și, pe de altă parte, tentația unui viitor imaginat ca timp al revoluției capabile să reseteze 

ritmicitatea frântă a istoriei. Lucrarea își propune să exploreze ideea potrivit căreia Armata din Carhullan, 

roman a cărui acțiune se petrece în Cumbria, o regiune ce marchează granița dintre urbanitatea sudului 

englez și sălbăticia nordului scoțian, juxtapune temporalitățile dezastrului – cuprinzând atât ritmurile lente, 

camuflate, ale tranziției insidioase de la un regim democrat la excesele unui aparat statal autoritar, 

represiv, cât și pulsul aritmic, violent și imprevizibil al calamității ecologice – și temporalitățile nearhivate, 

deci potențial actualizate, ale revoluției, cu dubla sa capacitate de a metaboliza trauma și de a inaugura un 

nou orizont al speranței.  

Cuvinte-cheie: temporalitate, distopie, literatura noului mileniu, sumbrul utopianism, timpul femeilor. 

 

 

Introduction. The temporal turn in 

postmillennial novels 

 

In a testimonial act that blurs the temporal 

logic of what narratologist Dorrit Cohn has 

defined as “simultaneous narration”, understood 

as a storytelling mode that closes the gap between 

experiential and narratorial consciousness and 

“opens the way to absolutely unreal […] 

situations, enabling characters to live and tell – 

and even to die and tell – simultaneously” (1999, 

37), Sister, the incarcerated protagonist of 

Cumbria-born writer Sarah Hall’s 2006 novel The 

Carhullan Army, interrupts the retrospective 

outline of her official statement, which she is 

presumably making under duress and will 

thereafter be preserved in the archives of the 

English Authority Penal System, through a 

present-tense reflection that is threaded through 

with a desperate effort to comprehend the now: 

“You don’t believe the world can really be broken 

or that anything terrible will happen during your 

lifetime” (Hall, 2007, 6).  

Voiced from the barely conceivable narrative 

stance of a political prisoner affording the luxury 

of introspection at the very moment of her 

interrogation, Sister’s confession might also 

amount to an interpellation of the prospective 

reader of her archived narration. It might allude to 

their shared failure to envision the present as 

anything other than a time of randomness and 

catastrophe, or to untangle the contemporary from 

the extinction horizon that has come to be 

associated with the implosion of past, present and 
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future in what Adam Trexler calls fictions of the 

Anthropocene: postmillennial novels that rework 

the “twentieth-century trope of anti-totalitarian 

dystopias”, exploring the structural homologies 

between human-induced climate calamity and the 

radicalisation of the state’s biopolitical 

authoritarianism (2015, 134). Sister’s foreclosed 

attempt to rescale her conception of untimely 

catastrophe – personal and collective, regional and 

global, economic and environmental – illustrates a 

distinctive mode of narrative response to a sense 

of the “shifted”, warped or discordant 

“temporality of the new millennium” that has 

come to define, according to literary historians 

like Peter Boxall, the twenty-first-century novel 

and its endeavour to “grasp the texture of the 

contemporary real” (2013, 10). As Boxall 

explains in his assessment of the “bleak 

utopianism” permeating novels like The 

Carhullan Army, which propose new temporal 

forms of addressing the “deathliness of [our] late 

historical condition” (221), 

 
“The predicament to which the contemporary 

novel responds, the arrival of an ‘otherworldly’ 

time to which it is difficult to adjust, is difficult 

to separate from the emergence of a new kind of 

apocalyptic fear […]. If ours is a hesitantly 

utopian age, one that is pregnant with a new 

future that […] is ‘unforeknown’, it is also a 

dystopian moment, a moment that is 

overshadowed by the threat of imminent and 

total destruction” (2013, 216). 

 

The study takes into account Boxall’s 

suggestion that the dystopian futurity of recent 

novels authored by writers such as Sarah Hall, 

Margaret Atwood, and David Mitchell is 

counterbalanced by a commitment to 

reconfiguring the volatile timeframes of the now 

through innovative ways of encoding the 

contemporary, as it is poised on the fault lines 

between a past that is riveted to trauma and a 

future whose shattered teleologies may yet 

prefigure, at best, erratic utopian possibilities. 

Marking a departure from historiographic 

approaches to the discursively (re)construed past 

temporalities in the fiction of the late twentieth-

century, Boxall says, the novels of the new 

century bring forth different forms of retrieving 

the material reality and “actuality” of history, 

guided by a conviction that such ethical forms of 

bearing witness may redress our precarious 

temporal disorientation, as well as strengthen our 

conceptual framings of an actualisable future 

(2013, 12).  

As Caroline Edwards also shows in her survey 

of the resurgent utopian impulse in the 

contemporary British fiction written by Hari 

Kunzru, Maggie Gee, Jim Crace, Ali Smith, 

Joanna Kavenna, and Sarah Hall, this nascent 

“series of radically non-linear, disjunct, pluralised 

and alternative [time] constructions” (2019, 1) is 

consistent with the ways in which the post-spatial, 

temporal turn, described by researchers like 

Thomas M. Allen (2018) and Adam Barrows 

(2016), interlaces its chronographic imagination 

with modernism’s time dispositifs (more 

specifically, with their capacity to mediate 

antinomic time dimensions, ranging from the 

intimate and subjective to the public and 

objective, or from the local to the planetary), 

sidestepping, in the process, postmodernism’s 

preoccupations with the flattening of temporal 

depth. Edwards calls attention to the fact that 

early twenty-first-century novels 

 
“do not foreclose the possibility of imagining 

alternative futural possibilities, in their 

frequently self-reflexive preoccupation with the 

formal and thematic unlacing of temporal 

linearity they force the reader to consider his or 

her own reading experience and interpretative 

method. Rather than offering narratives that 

mushroom uncontrollably into multiple 

branchings of incompatible futures, as is 

characteristic of the chronoschisms of 

postmodern narratives, the utopian futurities of 

British fictions of the not yet are folded back into 

the present time along with alternative redeemed 

pasts” (2019, 56-57). 

 

Mobilising a Serresian model of knotted 

temporalities to diagram the intricate, conflicting 

biopolitical and geo-environmental rhythms that 

dissolve the structures of women’s quotidian 

existence in the end-times of totalitarianism and 

anthropocentrism, The Carhullan Army 

intensively presses upon readers the urgency of 

re-imagining the present as a moment pregnant 

with the possibility of creating, as Adam Barrows 

states, “better, more liveable futures” (2016, 143). 

By charting the now as a loose mesh of, on the 

one hand, an expiring time that has already set the 

world’s demise into motion and, on the other 

hand, a gestational time that can yet give shape to 

a consciousness apt to reverse eco-political 

cataclysms, Hall’s novel epitomises the drive of 

the new millennium’s dystopianism to forge a 

future that is yet to be imagined into being.  

 

Unarchiving the present. The Serresian fold 
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The study approaches Hall’s novel as one of 

the contemporary British fictions of the not yet 

that, as Caroline Edwards maintains, “intervene in 

pressing discursive struggles around issues of 

identity, belonging, community and historical 

locatedness at a time of encroaching 

environmental catastrophe and bewildering 

geopolitical realignment” (2019, 3). In my 

argument, I start from the idea that in The 

Carhullan Army, the trope of the archive works 

somewhat differently from that of a postmodernist 

site of public or private memory, in which all time 

layers are coeval, enabling a playful juggling with 

and reshuffling of timelines. Take, for instance, 

the way in which Julian Barnes destabilises the 

authority of history’s grand narrative through an 

almost ceaseless, rhizomatic proliferation of 

micro-discursive reiterations of trauma in A 

History of the World in 10 ½ Chapters (1989), or 

Margaret Atwood parodies the poststructuralist 

dismissal of referential historicity in the epilogue 

to her dystopian Handmaid’s Tale, where the 

participants in the Twelfth Symposium on 

Gileadean Studies debate the tapes on which the 

protagonist’s memoirs may have been chronicled 

in terms of their documentary authenticity or 

artefactual mendacity (1986, 302).  

A sense of apocalypse closing in on a present 

that proves incapable of metabolising the 

significance of history’s devastations with a view 

to outlining a redemptive scheme of futural 

survivability is visible both in Barnes’s thoughts 

(in Parenthesis, the half-chapter of his archival 

narrative) on history as a dissolving lattice of 

“stories, old stories that sometimes seem to 

overlap; strange links, impertinent connections” 

(1989, 240) and in Atwood’s mock-archaeological 

debates, in the Historical Notes appended to the 

handmaid’s incomplete autobiography, on the 

impenetrability of a “past [that] is a great 

darkness, and filled with echoes” (1986, 311). 

Fictions pertaining to the postmodernist paradigm 

resort to an endless accrual of discursive 

representations of time in a continually expanding 

archival repository, but the ethical compulsion to 

access the truth of history in its unmediated, 

material form is approached differently in the 

speculative fiction of the new millennium and, in 

particular, in Sarah Hall’s The Carhullan Army.  

The “chronoschismatic” quality of late 

twentieth-century fictional historiographies tends 

to inflate the archive of the past with a plethora of 

textualisations and recontextualisations, 

conveying a sense of time marked by “its 

discontinuity, its fragmentation into multiple 

temporal itineraries and its collisions of 

incommensurable time scales” (Heise, 1997, 6). 

Operating in a different way, Hall’s archive of the 

present comprises both transcripts of prisoner 

statements retrieved from the Lancaster 

detainment centre and files that have been 

incompletely recovered, partially corrupted or 

altogether erased, misplaced or destroyed. 

Notwithstanding the seriality of the numbered 

chapters (files one to seven) and the archivist’s 

inscription of the warning “[data lost]” in the 

document’s paratext (Hall, 2007, 151), the eroded 

physical medium supporting Sister’s testimony 

acknowledges the precarity of a temporal regime 

of materiality which permits no intervention on 

the part of the reader, no interpretation of or 

interference with a narrative that preserves an 

experience of end-times that is both dissimilar 

from, and potentially similar to, our own. If utopia 

and dystopia, as Gordin et al. assert, are “histories 

of the present”, if they are “not just ways of 

imagining the future (or the past) but can also be 

understood as concrete practices through which 

historically situated actors seek to reimagine their 

present and transform it into a plausible future” 

(2010, 1-2), then what the necessary – because 

inevitable – elision of the passages that will have 

tackled the fulcrum of revolution in Sister’s 

transcribed story foregrounds is a sense that, on 

the one hand, the singularity of her experience of 

a time of upheavals will, inescapably, remain 

inaccessible to the reader (Beaumont & D’hoker, 

2022, 14) and, on the other hand, that actualising 

the kairos credited with unsettling the languid 

progression of history towards a bleak future 

becomes the task of everyone who, as Edwards 

reminds us, has been motivated “to critique 

contemporary modes of thought and practice” 

(2019, 194) and whose utopian imagination has 

been activated through the process of reading. 

For memory scholars like Sue Vice, the 

innovative strain of Hall’s “futuristic vision of a 

British dictatorship” derives from an eschewal of 

both the self-reflexive jocularity of postmodernist 

fiction and – despite the documentary semblance 

of the archival narrative – of a conventional 

aesthetic of realism (2017, 70). In this light, I will 

take a Serresian route in addressing this novel’s 

reconfiguration of the archived present as a time 

that is not just replete with various orchestrations 

of the almost materialised danger of apocalypse, 

but also explores the ambivalence of the 

secularised eschaton of revolution, with its violent 

disruptions of the implacable, deathly stride of 
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history and its promise to atone for the world’s 

imperilment. In the composite model of time 

advanced by French philosopher Michel Serres, 

conflicting paradigms – patterned, for instance, on 

linearity, seriality, and irreversibility, on entropic 

drift, disorder and turbulence, or on negentropic 

diversity and fractal complexity – may be 

accommodated within a “manifold of 

combinations” that are integral to a “pluritemporal 

system” (1995, 103, 97). If time is flux, it is not 

isochronic, homogenous flux but uneven 

“fluxion” and “fluctuation”, eliciting a “motley 

multiplicity” of surges and jolts, interruptions and 

intermittences (99). Thus, Serres shows in his 

conversations with Bruno Latour: “time can be 

schematised by a kind of crumpling, a multiple, 

foldable diversity […]. An object, a circumstance, 

is thus polychronic, multitemporal, and reveals a 

time that is gathered together, with multiple 

pleats.” (Serres & Latour, 1995, 59-60) 

The malleability of a delinearised time that 

does not “flow” or “pass” so much as it “folds or 

twists; […] here interrupted, there vertical, 

mobile, and unexpected” (Serres & Latour, 1995, 

58) concentrates the dynamics of the enfolded 

temporalities of disaster archived in Hall’s text. In 

the following sections, I will address the 

arrhythmic constrictions and distensions 

experienced by the narrating self in her present – 

which, according to the logic of speculative 

dystopias, functions as a correlative of the 

readers’ potentially nullified future-in-the-past, as 

long as the consciousness of the “real” present is 

not mustered towards “a revival of futurity” 

(Jameson, 2010, 43).  

 

Apocalypse now: the disjunctive times of 

disaster 

 

In the postdiluvian flow of Sister’s narration, 

diversely layered timescales – geological and 

natural, historical and futural, biological and 

material – coexist in suspended indeterminacy, 

even as the protagonist struggles to reconstruct the 

linear trajectory, or at least the rhythmicity, of the 

incremental accumulation of factors that have 

thrown both the polity and the environment of her 

country – now ruled by an ominous English 

Authority – out of kilter. Anticipating the readers’ 

own initial disorientation as they begin to 

familiarise themselves with a (strangely) insulated 

Britain that has squandered its imperial prestige 

and operates now like a postcolony dependent on 

American simulacra of life-sustaining goods, the 

narrator starts to register, with the disconcerted 

focalisation of an impressionist painter, the 

decomposing vegetation of the city, as the seasons 

lose their periodic rhythmicity and become mired 

in the aqueous outpour of a semi-tropical climate. 

As human activity slows down into a time loop of 

simulated productivity, with factories producing 

spare parts for technologies that will never get to 

be implemented and weaponry for wars that will 

never get to be fought in the global arena, the 

environment, which bears the brunt of 

exploitation to the point of exhaustion, strikes 

back with paroxysmal enmity.  

Counterweighing her memories of shifting 

temperatures with the progression of the seasons 

and the distinctly periodised meteorological 

phenomena of her childhood against the entropic 

fuzziness of climate in a time of unbearable heat, 

Sister comments on the fact that “even the rain is 

different now; erratic, violent, not the constant 

grey drizzle of old postcards, jokes, and television 

reports. It’s rain that feels wounded” (Hall, 2007, 

6). The transference of agential sensibility onto 

the inanimate weather, which quickens the speed 

of destruction and acquires inimical animacy in an 

age of desensitised human feeling is consonant 

with the build-up, for the narrator, of a profound 

sense of untimeliness. In addition to this, the 

social, cultural and biological rhythms of the 

citizens confined in the “official zones” are 

perturbed by a wave of intensifying decrepitude, 

detectible in the feral animal and vegetal life 

forms that take over the disintegrating architecture 

of a human “settlement that seemed ghostly and 

unmodern” (Hall, 2007, 8).  

The spectrality of the ghettoised cityscape – 

with its dilapidated buildings, boarded windows, 

rusting vehicles, flooded gardens and homes, 

abandoned warehouses, the ruined tollhouse burnt 

down by the Scottish rebels, and the deserted 

supermarkets, hotels and historical monuments – 

garners a sense of finitude hovering over the last 

remnants of human civilisation. The realm is 

inundated by overflowing rivers and the Houses 

of Parliament implode under the impact of the 

Thames’ tidal wave of “litter and sewage” (Hall, 

2007, 10). The materiality of the world is 

breaking down and the scales of human and 

inhuman time collapse into the slurred 

“temporalities of waste,” bringing into high relief 

the fact that “speed and slowness, volatility and 

duration and the unanticipated configurations of 

past and future under far-from-equilibrium 

conditions are the dominant features of a changing 

climate” (Allon et al., 2021, 5). Contrasted with 

the natural resources whose deceivingly infinite 
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but, in reality, limited lifespan has already been 

revoked by the oil crisis, the accumulating detritus 

of a self-cancelling human eon is here to stay. The 

tins of cubed, artificial food imported from 

America, and the material remainders of a once 

natural life rhythm expand their timelines into 

mushrooming refuse hills and ever spreading 

flotsam. “The present and the future were 

intolerable propositions”, Sister remembers, as 

she bewails “the ethics of a lost society” (Hall, 

2007, 37, 42) on her pathway into the rewilded 

Carhullan. 

Hailed for its post-pastoral approach to nature 

writing (Beaumont & D’hoker, 2022, 25), the 

novel adopts a concurrently nostalgic view on 

“the green abandoned wilds of what used to be 

national parkland — the place my father’s 

generation had called the Lake District” (Hall, 

2007, 10) and a hopeful stance on the Cumbrian 

region recovering from the impact of both rapidly 

and slowly induced violence associated with the 

tourist industry (Hall, 2007, 22). As a tract of 

pristine natural beauty located between the rustic 

highlands of the Scottish north and the more 

intensely urbanised English south, the Lakeland 

district receives a somewhat unconventional 

treatment in the novel. In Sister’s view, the 

outlands no longer have the idyllic aura of a space 

naturally conducive to an intimate, serene 

connection between humans and nature that the 

poetry of Romantic poets like William 

Wordsworth extolled. And yet the fells and their 

luxuriously resprouted vegetation do serve as a 

conduit for an interiorised, subjective time, albeit 

not in tranquil harmony. On the contrary, the 

hectic pace of resurrecting nature is almost hostile 

to human habitation, swallowing villages “back 

into the earth” as “gooseberry bushes, vegetable 

patches, rhubarb and vetch had grown wild, 

furling over lawns and tangling up gateways and 

arbours” (Hall, 2007, 22). As opposed to the 

leisurely linearity of the “time before”, when 

humans would have subjected untainted wildlife 

to their projects of domesticating nature, Sister’s 

re-entry into the fells catalyses the abrupt 

readjustment of her corporeal rhythms to the 

frantic cadences of exploding foliage and 

shrubbery: “the only noises”, she says, “were the 

animal sounds of my tongue moving in my 

mouth” as “I was aware of my own warm 

predominance in the environment, my inhabited 

skin, my being. I suddenly felt myself again” 

(Hall, 2007, 41).  

Violently robbed of control over her own body 

in the zones managed by the Authority – 

including, above all, through the contraceptive 

coil she was fitted to numb down her biorhythms 

– Sister has an instantaneous retrieval of her 

memory, for she “had experienced the same 

feeling in this place when I was young, when I 

had been here walking, before the restrictions” 

(Hall, 2007, 41). Individual remembrance, 

however, is also spun around a different kind of 

memory, with a longer span. According to 

Graham Huggan, new nature writing approaches 

wildness as a temporal category, underscoring the 

fact that “engagement with the wild is not so 

much an act of remembrance as a telescoping of 

human and non-human history that allows for an 

exploration of the recesses of deep time” (2016, 

157). A telling episode occurs by the Five Pins, 

“weather-pitted standing stones which leant 

awkwardly towards each other” amidst the 

wilderness, after having witnessed the senseless 

invasions and futile civilizational feats of ancient 

Centurions, Britons and endless other cohorts of 

“pathfinders and entrepreneurs, empire builders, 

priests, and survivalists” (Hall, 2007, 54-55). 

Human and geological memories – with all their 

stridently non-cohesive timelines – become 

interlaced the moment Sister thinks alongside, 

rather than about, the lithic setting she is 

immersed in, in a shared gesture of bearing 

witness to the revival of nature. 

 

The utopian outlines of women’s time 

 

In an article that appeared in The Guardian 

more than a decade after The Carhullan Army 

won the John Llewellyn Rhys prize for literary 

achievement by writers under 35 (2006/7) and the 

James Tiptree Jr. Award (2007) for pivotal 

approaches to gender in speculative fiction, Sarah 

Hall ponders the timeliness of her eco-feminist 

dystopia, with its figuration of an apparatus of 

female military dissent as a form of resistance 

against the environmental and socio-cultural 

policies of a “despotic version of patriarchy”, 

concluding that it still speaks to a postmillennial 

present affected by mounting crises, 

unaccountable political leadership, growing 

extremism, the relentless infringement of human 

rights, economic breakdown, fossil fuel depletion, 

and severe climate disruption (Hall 2019). The 

martial politics of the women’s commune in her 

novel echoes, she says, the insurrectional ethos of 

other fictional renditions of “altered societies, 

dystopias and utopias where women are either 

victims of brutal regimes and must escape, such as 

in Margaret Atwood, or are autonomous and 
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remote, as in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 

Herland”, so she invites a reflection on the 

disjointed temporalities of revolution in her novel 

and their promissory appeal to reconfigure 

history’s teleological unfolding beyond the crises 

of contemporaneity (Hall 2019). In other words, 

what is at stake is how to shape an alternative 

history of the present so that the looming threat of 

apocalypse can be distended into a semblance of 

utopian optimism.  

Seen through this lens, the female warriors of 

Carhullan in Hall’s novel would appear to be 

intent on forging a paradoxical mode of temporal 

situatedness outside the bounds of historicity. This 

echoes what feminist philosopher Julia Kristeva 

describes, in her conceptualisation of “women’s 

time”, as a “radical refusal of the subjective 

limitations imposed by […] history’s time” (1986, 

195). Defined as a mode of temporality that 

counterbalances the homogeneity of “masculine” 

cursive time (or the “time of linear history”), 

“feminine” time, Kristeva argues, enables a 

respite from the irreversible, indomitable onward 

historical flux precisely because it is attuned to 

female subjectivity: both in its corporeal, 

embodied, “intra-subjective” dimension – cyclical 

time, with its recursive biological and natural 

rhythms – and in its transhistorical, cosmic, 

“extra-subjective” compass – monumental time, 

with its connotations of an “all-encompassing” 

infinity that subtends the immense expanses of 

natural, celestial and mythic time (1986, 189, 

191). While emphasising these two components of 

women’s time in her depictions of the cyclicity of 

seasonal successiveness and the monumentality of 

geological timescales in the Carhullan wilderness, 

Hall’s portrayal of a female warrior community 

that attempts to reinsert itself into historical time 

after a retreat into the Lakeland matriarchal utopia 

– where time’s flow or sedimentation is at odds 

with the monotonous, entropic tempo of clock 

time in the dystopian city of Rith – challenges and 

complicates Kristeva’s essentialising model of 

gendered temporality.  

A brief comparative glance at the temporal 

regimes governing the speculative fiction of 

Gilman and Atwood, the two feminist authors 

Hall invokes in the above-mentioned article, 

would appear to corroborate her view that novels 

outlining a breach of historical time, wrought by 

belligerent females like Sister, or like myriad 

other Boudiccas or Amazons, may restructure 

today’s crumbling futurity into chronographies of 

futural possibility (Hall 2019). Like Gilman’s 

Herland, which partakes of a line of utopian 

political thinking that harks back to the 

articulation of an interiorised feminine time in the 

separatist educational enclaves of Christine de 

Pizan’s fourteenth-century Book of the City of 

Ladies or Mary Astell’s A Serious Proposal 

(1694), Hall’s projection of a self-governing all-

female society, secluded from the pressures of 

chronometric time and averse to a reckless 

deployment of the instruments of technoscientific 

progress against a nature that holds its own 

regenerative potential, aspires not just to a 

reconnection to the cyclicity of natural time, but 

also to the trans-temporality deemed by Kristeva 

to capture the near-mythical contours of the 

maternal in narratives of cosmic or Terran birth. 

Still, in Gilman’s hinterland, reproduction appears 

to have been entirely disconnected from sexuality, 

since species propagation is ensured by 

parthenogenetic mutations and masculinity is 

featured as a redundant gender. Maternality is 

here imprinted in the very blueprint of Woman 

Land and its persistent ideologisation of the ethics 

of childcare. On the other hand, the children who 

are born in Hall’s Carhullan are the product of 

heterosexual unions with a dependent class of 

men, whose bodies are colonised by matriarchy 

much like women’s bodies are enslaved to 

patriarchy in the outer world. Reading the 

thousands of propaganda books in the Carhullan 

Library, including their leader Jackie Nixon’s own 

tract on retro feminism, the society of women is 

re-educated in the anarchic spirit of revolution. In 

actual truth, they are conditioned to reiterate the 

epistemic violence perpetrated against them in the 

post-industrial cities that are now governed by the 

invisible gaze of male power, a power that is as 

impenetrable as it is unlocatable, making it 

difficult to annihilate even through an aggressive 

reversal of gender hegemony.  

Moreover, like in Atwood’s dystopia, 

identified by many critics as one of the main 

hypotexts of Hall’s novel (Beaumont & D’hoker, 

2022, 13; Cottrell, 2019, 6; Lea, 2017, 170), 

Sister’s access to the privacy of a time of 

recollection destabilises the temporal bounds of 

her narration. Her self-narrative does not breach 

the vacuous linearity of official time as in the case 

of Offred’s rhapsodic, cyclically resumed chapters 

entitled “Night”, whose meandering iterations 

interrupt Gilead’s daytime rituals of procreation, 

salvaging or particicution. It is uttered before the 

authorities of the Lancaster Holding Dock, that is, 

from within the time of political catastrophe. In 

other words, female subjectivity turbulently erupts 

in the very midst of what Kristeva calls history’s 
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time” (1986, 195), granting a somewhat singular 

appeal to the idea of survival that lies at the core 

of both texts. Thus, while the entwined alternating 

presents in Atwood’s narrative – nocturnal and 

diurnal, personal and public, biological and 

biopolitical – are weighed against the time-poor 

deadly Colonies, where “the toxic dumps and the 

radiation spills” (Atwood, 1986, 248) make the 

barren Unwomen’s life unthinkable, in Hall’s 

version of eco-dystopian apocalypse the fertility 

of both nature and the “Unofficials” resurges with 

a vengeance, reclaiming a swathe of exacerbated 

vitality in the derelict, yet salvageable future. 

In the mobilising speech delivered to her 

soldiers before the Carhullan army’s descent upon 

the city, Jackie hints at the monumental time that 

women can issue forth as an antidote to the 

“hopeless myth” (Hall, 2007, 9) of the ten-year 

“recovery” plan proposed by the fittingly named 

Forward Party: 

 
“She talked about the end of Carhullan […]. The 

animals would be slaughtered, the ponies turned 

loose. She and Veronique had wanted it to serve 

as an example of environmental possibility, of 

true domestic renewal, but the world had 

changed too much, and the role of Carhullan had 

changed with it. One day in the future, […] 

people would learn to use the earth well. But for 

now, it had to be given up for another cause” 

(Hall, 2007, 166). 

 

Reflecting on Kristeva’s construct of 

“women’s time”, Claire Colebrook underlines the 

idea that its cyclicity hinges upon the 

actualisation, with each new wave of feminism, of 

the ideals of previous generations of women 

seeking to be freed from a history that has 

unethically appropriated their futural prospects 

(2009, 15). Even as it capitalises on the 

revolutionary ethos of her predecessors, Jackie’s 

vision of the future is problematic not just because 

it is grounded in a mere reversal of the gender 

equation, but also because the ecological utopia 

she instils into the minds of her recruits is 

conditioned by a reckless re-enactment of ecocide. 

As Sister completely succumbs to this ideology 

and concludes the record of her movement  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

through time by way of a hollow repetition of her 

initial sentence, readers are deprived of an 

epiphanic release from this savage utopianism, yet 

they may also be left searching, as Boxall would 

say, for a more tenable “relationship with the 

future” (2013, 223). 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the opinion of Beaumont and D’hoker, the 

editors of the first monographic collection of 

studies about Sarah Hall’s writings, the obviation 

of Sister’s “bloody, kinetic apotheosis” at the 

moment of her “tragic-heroic attack on Rith” 

imparts a notion of the “fallibility of any attempt 

to capture experience within representation” 

(2022, 14). However, in light of this incursion into 

the dissonant temporalities of an archive whose 

dematerialisation hints at the readers’ own chance 

of survival in a yet-to-arrive future, Sister’s 

narrative transmits a sense of the unfulfilled 

kairos of the Anthropocene. Like the readers’ 

“contemporary real” (Boxall, 2013, 10), her 

present is shaped as a polychronic assemblage of 

multiply distributed temporal dissonances. There 

is, to start with, the not so slim possibility of a 

slowly occurring transition from the liberal 

freedoms and rights enjoyed by women in 

democracies to their docilisation in disciplinary 

postcapitalist regimes, bent on neutralising their 

sense of agency and self-determination (Hall, 

2019). Moreover, the dissipating materiality of a 

world whose bio-geological resources have nearly 

been exhausted is condensed in the unpredictable, 

accelerated rhythms of climate disaster, which 

violently transforms the city of Rith, Hall’s 

Cumbrian urban setting, into a diluvian landscape 

strewn with the spectral remnants of man-made 

civilisation. Not least, the wild Lakeland outpost 

of Carhullan, where nature’s biorhythms are 

bursting with a savage, unruly vitality, is balanced 

against the postapocalyptic chronotope of a world 

mired in political and environmental deluge, 

drawing the women’s projected uprising within 

the folds of a turbulence that, according to Serres 

(1995, 101), may usher in a renewal of time.1 

                                                           
1 This work was supported by a grant of the Romanian 

Ministry of Research, Innovation and Digitalization, 

UEFISCDI, project number PN-III-P4-PCE-2021-

1234. 
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Abstract: Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale needs no justification of choice for a study. The 

celebrated dystopian story was published in 1985 and adapted to an award-winning TV series in 2017, 

prompting the writing of another praised and prized book, The Testaments, published in 2019 which, in its 

turn, will become a film adaptation. The author herself, besides writing the two books, is deeply involved in 

the writing of the TV series scripts. The present paper, framed by reception theories, presents an exploration 

of the way in which the dystopian world of Gilead is constructed in the two novels and the reader-

researcher’s reception of the two. The study shows that the reader reacted differently to the two novels, both 

when it comes to their dystopian nature and to their styles. The results suggest that a reader’s reaction to a 

work of fiction depends on his/her background and initiation in literary studies. 

Keywords: dystopia, reader-reception, storytelling, protagonists, style. 

 

Rezumat: Povestea slujitoarei de Margaret Atwood nu are nevoie de justificarea alegerii ca temă de studiu. 

Celebra poveste distopică a fost publicată în 1985 și ecranizată ca serial TV, premiat în 2017, ceea ce a 

determinat scrierea unei alte cărți lăudate și apreciate, Testamentele, publicată în 2019, care, la rândul ei, 

va deveni o adaptare cinematografică. Autoarea însăși, pe lângă scrierea celor două cărți este profund 

implicată în scrierea scenariului serialului. Lucrarea de față, pornește de la teoriile legate de recepție și 

reprezintă o explorare a modului în care lumea distopică a Gilead-ului este construită în cele două romane 

și receptarea lor de către cititorul-cercetător. Studiul arată că cititorul a reacționat diferit la cele două 

romane, atât când vine vorba de natura lor distopică, cât și de stilurile lor. Rezultatele sugerează că reacția 

unui cititor la o operă de ficțiune depinde de pregătirea sa și de inițierea în studiul literaturii. 

Cuvinte-cheie: distopie, răspunsul cititorului, construirea poveștii, protagoniști, stil. 

 

 

Preamble 

 

The story of Margaret Atwood’s dystopian 

world of Gilead is both as short and as long as it 

gets. It is short in terms of its multimedia 

trajectory. Its “instalments” take a unique shape. 

The first is put forth by the highly acclaimed and 

prized (Booker prize included) novel published by 

Atwood in 1985. The second instalment is a TV 

series released in 2017, bearing the same name, 

with five seasons so far, Margaret Atwood herself 

being involved in the writing of the script. 

However, only the first season represents an 

adaptation of the novel. The third instalment has 

taken the shape of another acclaimed Booker-

prize-winning novel, The Testaments, presenting 

the fifteen-years-after-world-of-Gilead sequel, 

published in 2019. Even more interestingly, a 

fourth instalment is expected to be released on the 

market, the adaptation of The Testaments. As 

such, this move back and forth between book 

writing and filmmaking can be seen as a recent 

approach to the creation of fictional worlds. On  

 

 

the other hand, Gilead’s story is as old as dystopia 

as a fictional genre goes, being established in the 

last decade of the eighteenth century (in the 

aftermath of the French Revolution). 

Nevertheless, it is even older than that. As old as, 

perhaps, Thomas More’s 1516 Utopia, because, as 

Claeys (2018, Kindle ed.) aptly has it, “the 

relation between utopia and dystopia may be more 

intimate (…) like the snake from the Garden of 

Eden, dystopian elements seem to lurk in the dark 

within Utopia”.  

Dystopia as a genre has been defined in many 

ways and many words, in a briefer or a more 

elaborate and detailed way. Surprisingly (and yet 

maybe not), I found one of the most useful and at 

the same time succinct attempt at defining 

dystopias on a site aimed at helping students to 

find their way in the quagmire of terms associated 

with the study of literature:  

 
“Dystopia is a literary device and genre used by 

writers to present a vision of the future that 

challenges readers to reflect on the current social 
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and political environments in which they live. 

Dystopian literature often portrays society in 

cataclysmic decline resulting from environmental 

ruin, control through technology, and 

government oppression of individual freedom 

and expression” 

(https://literarydevices.net/dystopia/). 

 

It is indeed what a dystopia aims to do: provide 

a warning against totalitarian societies and the 

consequences they produce by trampling over 

basic human rights, most often than not triggered 

by wars and revolutions. 

It is not by chance that I referred to the 

aforementioned site for students, since my initial 

aim was to write a study on students’ response to 

the reading of Margaret Atwood’s Gilead books: 

The Handmaid’s Tale and its sequel The 

Testaments. It was meant to rely on focus groups 

with university students. For identifying the 

potential participants in the focus group, I 

conducted a quick mini survey among Master 

students graduating from an English medium 

based philology programme. It may be seen as a 

surprise, but the survey showed that only one of 

the students had read both books, while five had 

watched the TV series, some seasons, if not all of 

them. Under the circumstances, the focus group(s) 

could not be organized at this moment. In the 

future I intend to extend my study, by asking 

volunteer students to keep diaries while reading 

both novels and watching the TV series and then 

organize discussion groups. As for now, I decided 

to rely upon my reading response to the two 

novels, as an initiated reader in literary studies, 

however, not a specialist in Margaret Atwood’s 

work. And this response will be discussed next. 

When it comes to the conceptual framework of 

this study, I rely on reader reception. All theories 

that are centred on the reader start from the 

assumption that any actual reader is active and not 

passive in the act of meaning-making - the literary 

text becomes real only when it is read. Therefore, 

practitioners of reception theories look at texts 

from the point of view of readers). For example, 

Willis (2018, 1) argues that: “A reception 

informed critical practice is rooted in one 

fundamental premise: the idea that all texts are 

designed for an audience, and only become 

meaningful when they are read, viewed or listened 

to.” Interestingly enough, it is what Aunt Lydia, 

an important actor in the world of Gilead, argues 

for, as I will illustrate later. 

 

Background 

 

When Margaret Atwood was interviewed by 

The Guardian in 2012 

(https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/jan/20/

handmaids-tale-margaret-atwood) she made an 

interesting observation: 

 
“I made a rule for myself: I would not include 

anything that human beings had not already done 

in some other place or time, or for which the 

technology did not already exist. I did not wish 

to be accused of dark, twisted inventions, or of 

misrepresenting the human potential for 

deplorable behaviour. The group-activated 

hangings, the tearing apart of human beings, the 

clothing specific to castes and classes, the forced 

childbearing and the appropriation of the results, 

the children stolen by regimes and placed for 

upbringing with high-ranking officials, the 

forbidding of literacy, the denial of property 

rights: all had precedents, and many were to be 

found not in other cultures and religions, but 

within Western society, and within the 

‘Christian’ tradition, itself.”  

 

In this way she suggests that the dystopian 

world of Gilead is not a purely invented 

imaginary world. It is based on reality. She further 

emphasizes that besides the practices evoked in 

her tale, history has indeed offered her models for 

Gilead. In her own words: 

 
“Like the American revolution and the French 

revolution, like the three major dictatorships of 

the 20th century – I say ‘major’ because there 

have been more, Cambodia and Romania among 

them – and like the New England Puritan regime 

before it, Gilead has utopian idealism flowing 

through its veins, coupled with a high-minded 

principle, its ever-present shadow, sublegal 

opportunism, and the propensity of the powerful 

to indulge in behind-the-scenes sensual delights 

forbidden to everyone else. But such locked-door 

escapades must remain hidden, for the regime 

floats as its raison d'être the notion that it is 

improving the conditions of life, both physical 

and moral; and like all such regimes, it depends 

on its true believers” 

(https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/j

an/20/handmaids-tale-margaret-atwood). 

 

The mention of Romania somehow legitimises 

my reaction to the reading of several dystopian 

novels, such as Huxley’s Brave New World, 

Orwell’s 1984, and obviously The Handmaid’s 

Tale. As an inhabitant of Ceaușescu’s regime in 

Romania before 1989, most often than not, I 

found myself reading these books not as dystopias 

portraying alien worlds, but as realistic novels. 

The smell of cabbage depicted in the creation of 
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atmosphere at the onset of 1984, and the condition 

of women as reproductive vessels, the indulgence 

of the privileged class were some of the things 

someone living in the 80’s under Ceaușescu’s 

regime was quite familiar with.  

As for the 15-year-after sequel, The 

Testaments (having a nice Dumas touch to it), it is 

still The Guardian, seven years later after the 

interview with Margaret Atwood on The 

Handmaid’s Tale, that writes an interesting 

review of The Testaments. Besides calling it “a 

plump, pacy, witty and tightly plotted page-

turner” it pertinently observes: 

 
“Perhaps wisely, Atwood neatly leapfrogs the 

TV series – presumably leaving it open for 

several more seasons – while plucking just one 

significant detail from it: Baby Nicole. The 

“child” of Commander Waterford and his wife 

(though in fact, as we all know, born of 

Offred/June and fathered by her lover, Nick), 

Nicole was smuggled into Canada as a baby and 

has not been seen since” (Myerson, 2019). 

 

Indeed, there are relatively a few links between 

the two novels which I will discuss next by 

referring to storytelling, characters, and style. 

 

Storytelling 

 

The storytelling, i.e., the narrative technique, is 

intradiegetic first-person in both novels. However, 

the voices are different. If in The Handmaid’s 

Tale the voice belongs to only one person, the 

handmaid’s, Offred (whose real name is not 

revealed by the end of the book), The Testaments 

has three narrators, two being the daughters of 

Offred, giving their testimonies as “witnesses”, a 

third narrator being Aunt Lydia, whose story of 

Gilead is, the most important in the economy of 

the book, as I see it, and, though not explicitly 

mentioning the word, it takes the shape of a diary, 

a diary in which the reader plays a very important 

part and is frequently referred to. Thus, it is not a 

private, therapeutic diary, but a writing aimed at 

disclosing for a reader outside Gilead, the rotten 

world she was forced to live in. For example, in 

one of the many occasions in which she refers to 

the potential readers of her diary she is musing as 

follows: “Who are you, my reader? And when are 

you? Perhaps tomorrow, perhaps fifty years from 

now, perhaps never” (The Testaments, 2019, 

Kindle ed.). Offred, too, talks, in The Handmaid’s 

Tale, (1986, Kindle ed.) about how important the 

receiver of her text is: “By telling you anything at 

all I’m at least believing in you I believe you’re 

there, I believe you into being” (The Handmaid’s 

Tale, Kindle ed.). 

Another link between the two novels is the 

underground escape scheme, called Mayday, 

which appears in both novels, nevertheless, more 

focused on in The Testaments. Similarly, there is 

another different focus in the two novels. In the 

first novel, it is only the depiction of the life of a 

handmaid (a veiled and unwilling prostitute aimed 

for the delight and reproduction of the privileged 

male species) that the reader is exposed to. In the 

second novel, the reader is immersed in the life of 

the privileged Commanders’ families, in general, 

and the lives of future child-brides, in particular. 

In other words, the escape from a miserable 

condition of being a woman in Gilead (whatever 

the category they belonged to) becomes the focus 

of the sequel. 

Sexuality in both novels is dark and libidinous, 

unwanted but blamed on female nature. 

Handmaids are nothing but prostitutes, moved 

from one commander to another, even though not 

framed as such. This is, nevertheless, not enough; 

underground brothels continue to exist, its 

inhabitants being named Jezebels. In the sequel, 

sexuality verges on infantile pornography. 

Commander Judd, the top leader of the Gileadean 

society has a long list of child-brides whom he 

gets rid of by poisoning them to make room for 

yet another younger one. Agnes, for example, is 

only thirteen when she is to marry him. 

In both novels there are elements of pulp 

fiction, with torturing, hanging, shooting, 

lapidation being depicted, as well as the 

degradation of the human being. The epitome of 

these is the practice of Particicution (a word, 

typical for Gilead, part of its Newspeak, a kind of 

wooden language of an Orwellian nature) in 

which handmaids are supposed to rip apart 

barehanded those condemned for, most often than 

not, invented crimes. 

Religion is also a very important element in 

both novels. There are numerous religious hints 

and quotes. Names also have important religious 

connotations. These all go to show that Margaret 

Atwood really knows her Bible. Not being a 

specialist in religious studies, these references did 

not make a notable impression on my reading, and 

I will not dwell upon them (those interested in this 

topic can see Tennant, 2019.) 

Aunt Lydia is, perhaps, the strongest link 

between the two novels. The reader has already 

got a glimpse at her position and powerful and 

poisonous role from Offred’s story, who views 

her as a monster. If Aunt Lydia’s testimonial takes 

the shape of a written record, Offred’s tale is 
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apparently recorded on tapes as it took place in 

her head, not clear when, as women, except for 

the Aunts, were not allowed to read and write in 

Gilead. Like Offred, who claims that she is 

haunted by “attacks of the past”, which often take 

the form of an interior monologue, Aunt Lydia’s 

storytelling is also haunted by flashbacks, through 

which we are supposed to understand how a 

former career woman, a respected judge in the 

pre-Gilead democratic world had become 

instrumental in the establishment of a theocratic 

totalitarian world which views women as a 

subspecies. In the sequel, the reader realises that 

Aunt Lydia’s ultimate goal was to destroy Gilead. 

In this respect, in another interview, Atwood tells 

Feldman, 2019, in TIME, that she didn’t think 

much about Lydia’s reasons for upholding the 

regime when writing the original novel. But she 

has tapped a timely nerve with her expansion of 

the character in The Testaments, probing the 

“fraught territory of women’s complicity in the 

bad behaviour of men and walking a line that 

leaves room for readers to debate.” TIME quotes 

Atwood: “Let Aunt Lydia speak for herself, and 

make up your own mind,” (Feldman, 2019, 

available at https://time.com/5673535/the-

testaments-plot-questions-margaret-atwood/) 

It is still Aunt Lydia who sheds more light on 

the uprising that led to the toppling of the 

democratic regime in the former geographical 

space of the USA and the establishment of the 

world of Gilead. If in 2019, when The Testaments 

appeared, the storming of the Capitol Hill and the 

suspension of the Constitution might have 

sounded dystopian, after the real storming of the 

Capitol Hill subsequent to Donald Trump’s losing 

the 2020 elections, everything became grimly 

realistic. 

Another unifying element in the storytelling is 

of a metafictional nature. Both novels end with a 

symposium where a few scholars specialising in 

the Gilead period present papers on their 

“discoveries”. The specialists are presented as real 

persons giving talks on their findings. Thus, 

Professor Pieixoto’s talk appears as a closure of 

The Handmaid’s Tale, while another talk is given 

by Professor Crescent Moon who is then thanked 

for and congratulated on her presentation by the 

same Professor Pieixoto. In both cases the 

audience is advised to take everything with a 

pinch of salt as some of their findings were rather 

speculative, still needing confirmation. Anyway, 

remarkably, this strategy is indeed ingenious as it 

pulls together some loose strings that both novels 

have left. 

What is again interesting to note as it 

represents another step in my argument that my 

reading of the two novels under question is not 

exactly dystopic in nature is what Professor 

Pieixoto says in his presentation: “Rumania, for 

instance, had anticipated Gilead in the eighties by 

banning all forms of birth control, imposing 

compulsory pregnancy tests on the female 

population, and linking promotion and wage-

increases for fertility.” 

The endings of the two books are different in 

tone. If the ending of The Handmaid’s Tale is 

rather grim, having a dead ringer to it, as Offred is 

shoved in the back of a van tormented and 

confused, The Testaments presents “hints of a 

happy ending”, as Myerson’s book review in The 

Guardian puts it. (Available at https://www. 

theguardian.com/books/2019/sep/15/the-

testaments-margaret-atwood-review). Aunt 

Lydia’s plot is successful, the two half-sisters, 

after trials and tribulations, arrive safely in 

Canada with the documents collected by Aunt 

Lydia, documents which show how depraved the 

men who lead the Gilead society in fact were, and 

thus contribute to the termination of the regime. 

 

Protagonists 

 

If, in the first book, there is only one 

protagonist, Offred, whom we get to know by 

being granted access to her thoughts, the 

remainder of the characters being supporting ones, 

in The Testaments there are three protagonists: 

Aunt Lydia, a former character in Offred’s story, 

Agnes Jemima, aka Aunt Victoria, Offred’s first 

daughter, taken away from her and given to a 

Commander’s family, to later become a 

Supplicant (an Aunt to be) after refusing 

marriage, with the help of Aunt Lydia. The third 

protagonist-narrator aka Daisy, aka Baby Nicole, 

aka Jade, and later impersonating Aunt 

Immortelle, Offred’s second daughter whose birth 

is somehow shrouded in mystery. 

Offred, who is only tangentially hinted at in 

the sequel, is the protagonist of The Handmaid’s 

Tale. It is through her eyes that the reader is 

introduced to the world of Gilead. She represents 

the first generation of the women of Gilead along 

with other handmaids, like her friend Moira (who 

made a Jezebel and then disappears), Aunt Lydia 

and the founder Aunts. Offred’s fate is harsher as 

she remembers her previous life. She is seen as a 

fallen woman, an adulteress, since her husband 

was a divorcee. Divorce is a crime in Gilead. She 

is separated from her husband, and her daughter 

from her previous life is taken away from her 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

 

885 

 

when she is trying to flee Gilead. She is sent to a 

“rehabilitation” school run by Aunt Lydia to be 

trained to become a handmaid. Her relationships 

with Luke, her former husband, with Commander 

Fred to whom she was given as a handmaid, with 

Nick, the mysterious Guardian, are rather 

ambivalent and fuzzy. Offred appears to be both a 

fragile and a strong woman at the same time, 

haunted by her past, craving normal human 

experiences and human touch. 

Aunt Lydia, the most important protagonist of 

The Testaments, is an antagonist in The 

Handmaid’s Tale, whose reception is firstly 

mediated by Offred. She is presented as a 

monstrous character who contributed greatly to 

the establishment of Gilead and to the female 

gender discrimination. However, due to her own 

“testament”, the reader begins to see her in a new 

light. She is a versatile, bright, ambitious female, 

subjected to torture herself by Commander Judd, 

and determined to survive at any cost, even by 

committing murder. Thus, she becomes a founder 

of the Gilead world envisaging and proposing 

laws through which she allots the most patriarchal 

roles that ever were invented to women, these 

very rigid official roles continuing unchanged in 

The Testaments: the Wives, the Aunts, the 

Marthas (servants in commanders households), 

the Econowives (lower class workers). At the 

same time, Aunt Lydia, pledges herself not to 

forget and forgive and swears revenge on those 

who tortured her and forced her to assume an 

unwanted role. For fifteen years, we learn, she has 

spied and documented the depraved ways of the 

privileged males in the Gileadean society (like a 

true Romanian Securitate-like member she turns 

the tables on those called the Eyes in Gilead). To 

this end, she has kept proof of their shenanigans 

and has plotted their downfall. 

Agnes Jemima, the second protagonist in The 

Testaments even though thought and raised to be a 

privileged member of the Gileadean society, a 

future wife to a commander, keeps an open eye 

and has a rebellious streak to her, probably 

inherited from her mother, Offred. Obviously in 

the privileged schools she attends she is not taught 

to read and write (reading and writing were 

prohibited to women) but to become a pious and 

devout Wife of Gilead. Her stepmother wants to 

get rid of her (once she acquires a baby boy of her 

own via a handmaid who dies in childbirth) and 

plots to marry her to Commander Judd who would 

surely murder her after he tires of her. She learns 

what sexual molestation is after she goes to the 

dentist and abhors the idea of getting married. She 

is saved from getting married by Aunt Lydia and 

she becomes Aunt Victoria. This is when she 

learns to read and write. Aunt Lydia guides her to 

learn about her real mother and about her half-

sister retrieved from Canada to become an 

instrument for the downfall of Gilead. 

The third protagonist, Agnes’ half-sister, first 

known as Daisy, and later on named Jade, is an 

average teenager brought up in the normal 

Canadian society. She turns out to be Baby 

Nicole, a symbol used by the Gileadean 

propaganda to deflect unwanted attention from the 

real goings-on and brainwash Gilead inhabitants 

to rally them around a false cause. Daisy-Baby 

Nicole-Jade, we are led to believe, is the second 

daughter of Offred, mysteriously smuggled out of 

Gilead when she was a baby. When her foster 

Canadian parents (crucial members of Mayday) 

are killed by a car bomb, she learns the truth about 

who she is and agrees to go back to Gilead to try 

and retrieve the precious documents that would 

reveal the true nature of the Gilead world. Clearly, 

she is bound to find it difficult to adapt to the 

Gileadean world and is regarded suspiciously by 

the rest of the Aunts. 

The three protagonists of The Testaments are 

re-united at Ardua Hall (the home base of the 

Aunts), they (and we) are now certain that Aunt 

Lydia has been the secret person who has helped 

the Mayday operation all along. An intricate, 

melodramatic, and rather unbelievable plot, 

unfolds, to deceive the rest of the Aunts and send 

the two sisters back to Canada with the 

incriminating documents on a microchip buried in 

a tattoo that Baby Nicole impersonating Aunt 

Immortelle is wearing. Obviously, against all 

odds, they succeed in their mission. 

In brief, all four protagonist-narrators construct 

themselves in relation to their reproduction 

systems, at various points in their lives, 

experiencing very real worries and negative 

reactions towards their femininity being 

constructed only in terms of their reproductive 

functions. This is a very real worry, particularly 

nowadays when countries around the world, even 

democratic ones like some states in the U.S.A., 

seek to limit women self-determination rights by 

completely banning abortion. Similarly, children 

have been proven to be abducted and forcibly 

relocated to other countries during unjust wars, 

Europe included, thus basic human rights being 

once again disregarded.  

 

Style 

 

Besides the focus and the action of the two 

novels, the styles are ostensibly different. It is, in 
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my view, as a reader, where the greatest 

difference between the two lies. Offred constructs 

both the external world of Gilead, as she sees it, 

and her inner world with minute attention to 

detail, painting vivid, suggestive and self-

reflective pictures, a mosaic of her past and 

present. Take the following randomly selected 

two examples: 

 
“The tulips along the border are redder than ever, 

opening, no longer wine cups but chalices, 

thrusting themselves up, to what end? They are, 

after all, empty. When they are old, they turn 

themselves inside out then explode slowly, the 

petals thrown out like shards” (The Handmaid’s 

Tale, 1986, Kindle ed.). 

“Dishtowels are the same as they always were. 

Sometimes these flashes of normality come at 

me from the side, like ambushes” (The 

Handmaid’s Tale, 1986, Kindle ed.). 

 

As such, The Handmaid’s Tale is much more 

stylistically rich than The Testaments: more 

descriptive, reflective, ambiguous, and less 

moralising. 

This does not mean that The Testaments is 

completely devoid of such imagery and stylistic 

devices. However, they are sporadic and curt, 

though often poignant. For instance, Agnes, when 

the dentist molests her by grabbing her breast it 

feels “like a large hot crab” (The Testaments, 

2019, Kindle ed.). Similarly, Daisy, when turning 

into a street girl to deceive the Pearl Girls into 

smuggling her to Gilead is taught how to fight by 

squishing eyeballs with her thumbs. This makes 

her feel “like stepping on worms with your bare 

feet” (The Testaments, 2019, Kindle ed.). 

Symbolism is used in both novels, however, 

less so and less subtly in The Testaments. One of 

these very rare instances symbolises a rite of 

passage with the death of Ofkyle in childbirth, 

(Agnes’ adoption father’s handmaid). Meanwhile, 

Agnes becomes a woman by getting her period. 

All in all, if reading The Handmaid’s Tale 

makes you feel like looking at a tapestry, or better 

said, at a Persian carpet and trying to decipher the 

story behind its intricate patterns, reading The 

Testaments is like looking at a comic book: 

everything is straightforward, there are a lot of 

dialogues, rhetorical questions, and, especially 

towards the end, it becomes action packed, with 

twist and turns, and cliff hangers. You get the 

feeling that what Margaret Atwood is doing is 

trying to make the director’s and script writer’s 

life (the ones that will adapt her second book to 

another TV series) easier. By using a 

cinematographic technique when writing her 

book, she has already prepared the book for easy 

and quick adaptation. In other words, my 

impression was, at least when it comes to style, 

that The Handmaid’s Tale is literature, while The 

Testaments is pop fiction. 

 

Endnote 

 

After applying a reception-oriented kind of 

reading of the two books depicting the dystopian 

world of Gilead, I resonate with Margaret Atwood 

when she observes that her dystopias have nothing 

invented in them, neither in technological terms, 

nor in terms of the practices instantiated. More 

than that, having lived in a totalitarian regime (in 

Romania) that was explicitly referred to as an 

example for Gilead, both in the interviews with 

Margaret Atwood and in her metafictional end of 

a book, I find them quite realistic in many ways: 

the class division, the norm imposed reproduction 

rules, the trials and tribulations the women had to 

go through (often ending in death) when trying to 

protect their right of choice and to their bodies, 

the stigmata put on divorcees, the wooden 

language and the hidden lives of the privileged. 

As far as the style of the two novels is 

concerned, I found great discrepancies between 

them, and I realised I applied two kinds of 

readings. I savoured The Handmaid’s Tale, in a 

more intensive reading going back and forth and 

relishing the many instances of the imagery 

Margaret Atwood used to create world of Gilead 

through the eyes of her narrator, Offred. As for 

the sequel, The Testaments, I read it quickly, like 

an action-packed pop-fiction, looking forward to 

what comes next and to the denouement, in a 

word, I used a more recreational reading. What I 

really felt was that the first Booker prize, The 

Handmaid’s Tale was richly deserved, while the 

sequel, The Testaments, was merely basking in the 

former’s glory, being oriented towards the money-

making machine of film adaptations. 

As a final word, I want to say that I am deeply 

curious how students, even though not initiated in 

literary studies, and not having lived in the 

Romanian totalitarian regime, and perhaps having 

already watched the TV series, would respond to 

the reading of the two novels. After all, the results 

do suggest that a reader’s reaction to a work of 

fiction depends on his/her background and 

initiation in literary studies. 
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Abstract: As Ridley Scott’s science-fiction masterpiece Alien (1979) reached its 40th anniversary, a 

significant amount of scholarship has been published around this landmark. I shall explore the central 

character, Lt. Ellen Ripley, by critically re-reading some of the significant interpretations of the character. 

My perspective shall include a brief critical analysis of Ripley’s posthumanist character and a critique of 

the fundamental elements that contributed to academia’s enduring fascination with it.  

Keywords: science-fiction, monsters, aliens, dystopia, female action heroes. 

 

Rezumat: În jurul aniversării a patru decenii de la lansarea capodoperei cinematografice Alien (1979) 

regizată de Ridley Scott, un număr semnificativ de studii dedicate filmului au fost publicate.Voi explora 

personajul central, Lt. Ellen Ripley, printr-o recitire a celor mai relevante interpretări date personajului. 

Perspectiva mea va include o scurtă analiză critică a personajului postuman Ripley dar și o critică a celor 

mai importante elemente ce au consolidat îndelungata fascinație a lumii academice față de ea. 

Cuvinte-cheie: science-fiction, monstrul, alien, distopia, personaje feminine de acțiune. 

 

 

Alien at midlife 

 

The year 2024 will mark the 45th anniversary 

of Ridley Scott’s visionary cinematographic 

popular masterpiece Alien, released in 1979. In 

the five decades since that moment, the film left 

an indelible mark on the imagination of the 

science fiction genre, Lt. Ripley, the protagonist, 

returned for all four subsequent sequels, with 

varying aesthetic relevance and success. Yet her 

impact on the fragile niche of female action 

heroes still endures, as she has remained rather 

unique in both character articulation and 

appearance. H. R. Giger’s alien monster has 

become iconic for an entire class of art-inspited 

biomechanoids, also bearing an ideology of its 

own. No less relevant are the relationships among 

the crew members of the Nostromo, structuring a 

matrix of influences, paradoxes and conflicts that 

would later reverberate throughout the vast and 

diverse history of the series. The Alien quadrilogy 

(Alien, 1979; Aliens, 1986; Alien3, 1992; Alien 

Resurrection, 1997) later turned into the Alien 

franchise, including four other sequels (Alien vs. 

Predator, 2004; Aliens vs. Predator: Requiem, 

2007; Prometheus, 2012; Alien:Covenant, 2017) 

Recently, a new project has been announced, 

directed by Fede Álvarez (Ridley Scott, Alien’s 

original director, will contribute as a member of 

the script writing team), and critics started to raise 

some legitimate questions concerning the plot, 

characters and the manner in which the details of 

the narrative are constructed. Has the original 

story been exhausted, exploited beyond any 

aesthetic justification? Does the xenomorph, HR 

Giger’s nightmarish creature, still speak to 

today’s audiences, or it should be replaced with a 

new, updated version? Ben Child (2022) raises all 

these issues in a less formal critical context, in 

fact inviting to a renewed evaluation of the 

actuality and relevance of the original Alien. In 

2019, Bangor University in the United Kingdom 

organized a conference dedicated to the 40th 

anniversary of the launching of Ridley Scott’s 

Alien, inviting scholars from a vast range of 

disciplines to explore the ways in which this 

visionary film revolutionized the science-fiction 

paradigm in the 1970s, establishing new aesthetic 

and conceptual standards that would continue to 

evolve decades later. With critical perspectives 

ranging from feminist agency to narrative and 

literary analysis connecting the stories inside the 

framework of the film with other writings and 

authors, the conference was a successful effort to 

reaffirm the production’s most evident quality – 

its enduring ability to remain relevant through the 

decades.  

I intend to reflect on the actuality of the Alien 

“paradigm” in today’s context – that is, after the 

collective trauma of a global pandemic, after a 

prolonged state of social distancing and, 

implicitly, a more acute sense of isolation and 
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anxiety. The science-fiction TV industry directly 

reflected these new realities, with productions 

such as The Last of Us or Station Eleven 

problematizing the meaning of contagion, mass 

death and alien intelligence, while also referring 

to the recent Covid pandemic. In a consistent and 

comprehensive overview of the ways in which 

these notions are being perceived and 

contextualized today, Pramod K. Nayar wrote in a 

Foreword to the volume edited by Başak Ağın 

and Şafak Horzum,  Posthuman Pathogenesis. 

Contagion in Literature, Arts and the Media, that 

the Covid 19 pandemic was an experience that 

has changed many of the fundamental ways in 

which we relate to others and to the outer world. 

It:  

 
“has modified our sense of space. Our 

corporeal, community, and species borders 

have been breached. Our isolated existence 

(locked- up, locked-down) and the enforced 

distancing have reconfigured our spatialities as 

well. The posthuman spatiality thus has 

crystallised in the face of eroding geographical 

boundaries, shifting the idea of space from a 

human- measured one to a concept that is only 

calculable in nonhuman forms. Indicating that 

the human body itself formulates a space of its 

own kind, this new understanding of spatiality 

leads us to dissect our bodily and digitised 

landscapes. The ‘posthuman’— a human 

inhabited by multiple nonhuman forms 

including bacteria and viruses— continuously 

emerges through time and space and, therefore, 

this new ontology has irreversibly altered the 

presumed human sovereign control over 

temporal and spatial boundaries” (Ağın, Safak, 

2022, xvi).  

 

Recalibrating the Alien Mythology 

  

The first element in Alien that has remained 

remarkably relevant is the issue of contagion, 

more specifically the manner in which the human 

body is invaded by the alien species that later 

grows out of the host’s thoracic cavity while 

violently breaking the sternum to escape. This 

iconic scene bears a clear allusion to birth - a 

gory, brutal one, resulting in the death of the 

“mother”/host and the uncompromising 

affirmation of the new creature’s life, a perfectly 

adaptable organism that thrives and survives 

against all odds. It is a clear hyperbole of the 

pathogen’s main drive for survival and 

reproduction and it echoes deeply within the 

context of today’s sensibility in the wake of the 

massive global trauma generated by the Covid 

pandemic. The impressive amount of scholarship 

dedicated to the film focused rather frequently on 

the alien (invader)/human touched upon the 

interesting notion that “what occurs over the four 

films is a loosening of the depiction of the alien 

as rampaging, predatory Other, to a mutual 

absorption of the alien and the human subject” 

(Smith 2001,184). However, the sheer impact of 

this opposition derives from the fact that the alien 

and the human elements start their odyssey on 

divergent, conflicting paths: the alien must lure 

and invade the human organism, despite the fact 

that it had survived for an undetermined amount 

of time before the Nostromo, the spaceship 

carrying the human crew landed on its distant, 

hostile planet. The story started on the firm 

ground of antagonist structures, with Ripley and 

the alien narrowing their chase to the 

claustrophobic habitat of the shuttle, implying 

that the tension growing between them only 

brought them closer, until imminent contact. 

Alien 3 explored Ripley’s ultimate contamination 

with the alien and Alien Ressurection established 

a relationship of kinship and identification 

between the protagonist and her unlikely 

offspring. The alien creature has remained, since 

its debut on the screen an undeniable visual force, 

establishing an unparalleled hyperbole of the 

power of otherness. It is, therefore, the 

embodiment of a strange, different, threatening 

other, one that can neither be humanized nor 

defeated. It is also, much like all agents of 

strangeness, an agent of change – despite the fact 

that it barely changes its shape and features from 

the first film to the last, it triggers change and an 

entire metamorphic cycle on all characters.  

Lt. Ripley has been the focus of feminist 

critical attention since the 1980s, when the first 

academic commentaries on Alien were published. 

A paradigmatic sci-fi heroine, Ripley has been 

regarded as the embodiment of female agency and 

a manifest ownership of gender identity and 

liberated sexuality. In one of the first 

interventions on the feminist dimension of 

Ripley’s character, Judith Newton the wish-

fulfilling, utopian, seemingly feminist, content of 

Alien, is more extensive than this, for the film not 

only breaks with the convention of having a male 

hero, it breaks with conventions of female 

heroism or female independence as well” 

(Newton 1980, 294). Moreover, Newton argues, 

the film proposes “a utopia fantasy of women’s 

liberation, a fantasy of economic and social 

equality, friendship and collectivity between 

middle-class women and men” (Newton, 1980, 
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294). How does that translate today, in the post-

Me Too era? As sexual politics have been fiercely 

re-negotiated in recent years, precisely due to the 

radical politics of this recent wave, Ripley’s 

singular femininity appears even more restrictive 

in the context of an all-male space crew. It 

remains relevant that her gender counterpart is the 

company’s oppressive computerized system, 

unimaginatively named Mother, with whom she is 

in a position of antagonism.  The first instalment 

of the Alien series presents Ripley as a child-free 

female, whose  maternal validation is suggested  

by her affection to Jones, the cat she takes care of 

and cannot leave behind.   

The final scenes of the first film in the series 

are fundamental in stating the sexual and body 

politics of the female lead character. By removing 

her clothes (her anonymous, utilitarian fatigues) 

Ripley exposes her body and, implicitly, invites to 

an interpretation of her revelatory gesture. 

Unknowingly, she was alone with the alien, the 

space predator hidden in the complex tubulature 

of the shuttle. Harvey Greenberg notes that this 

culmination of the conflict between the 

protagonist and her nemesis simultaneously 

alludes to a sexual dimension and to an extreme 

sense of terror, generating an ambivalent response 

from the viewer (Greenberg, 1993, 159). These 

final scenes present the heroine’s fantastic skills, 

her precise movements confirming her excellent 

technical training and mental tonus. As both she 

and the alien emerge from their hiding places and 

Ripley slowly yet precisely slips into her space 

suit, the tension between them reaches climactic 

altitudes. There’s an undeniable sensuality about 

her feline movements, strangely synchronous 

with the alien’s. This mirroring between woman 

and beast translates into a direct suggestion that, 

in borrowing the monster’s sensuous 

choreography, she displaces herself to an orbit of 

sexualized power. The culmination of the film’s 

ideology is that Ripley affirms her full control of 

the final confrontation while at the same time 

manifesting her confident sexuality and body 

positivity.  As she activates the spaceship’s 

control panel and manages to poison the monster 

with toxic gas, she takes control of the entire 

microcosm of the shuttle. However, this overt 

reclaiming of her sexualized self is not 

unproblematic. As Sherrie A. Inness observed, 

“Ripley has become resexualized as a woman. 

The message is that it is fine for a woman to act 

tough and take control in outer space, but she had 

better be a lady when she returns to society” 

(Inness, 1999, 107). This interpretation serves the 

vaster framework of a feminist reading of 

Ripley’s role as an emblematic female science-

fiction character, but it fails to mention earlier 

conflicts in the film narrative that imply 

sexualized gestures (her conflict with Dallas, the 

company cyborg being the most evident).    

The xenomorph infests its host, lies in a period 

of gestation and, upon reaching full-term, much 

like an infant, bursts out of the “mother”/host, 

killing them. It has been argued that the film 

could be understood as “as a radical metaphor for 

abortion” (Cobbs, 1990, 200), as Ripley saves 

herself from certain death by ejecting the monster 

into the cosmic void. The space monster is, 

nevertheless admirable, and, without doubt, the 

most recognizable alien villain in all science-

fiction cinema: “Mysteriously ungraspable, 

viciously implacable, improbably beautiful” 

(Greenberg, 1993, 154) it gradually affirms itself 

as Ripley/s unavoidable counterpart.  

Another defining trait of the beast is its 

fundamental parasitism, which may be echoing 

“the essential parasitism of Nature” (Mulhall 

2002, 19).  Ripley’s violent rejection may hint at 

the fact that the parasite is denied its survival not 

only on the ship, or on the shuttle, but inside 

Ripley’s body. As the last survivor on the 

Nostromo, she remains alive because she 

succeeded in avoiding contagion with the lethal 

parasite; if read as an abortion parable, the 

scenario suggests that Ripley kept her heroic 

status and desirability intact because she managed 

to avoid becoming “pregnant” with the alien.  

The third instalment of the series, Alien 3, 

capitalizes on the unavoidable: Ripley had been 

contaminated while in hypersleep, becoming the 

carrier of a queen embryo. The dynamic of the 

story, along with the aesthetic of the environment 

and the relationship choreography between 

characters reflects the bleak austerity of this 

narrative context. Now captive in a penal colony, 

the Fiorina 161, Ripley had matured both from a 

maternal perspective – she has a child on Earth 

and, in the second film of the series, she had 

symbolically adopted Newt, an orphaned little girl 

– and a sexual one, as she had relations with 

Clemens, the doctor of the colony. In a less 

accomplished perspective, in Alien: Ressurection, 

she would become the alien’s mother, a clone 

designed to fulfil the Company’s wish to engineer 

a bioweapons division that would include 

genetically modified humans possessing the 

physical prowess of aliens. By that time, Ripley 

had already been through an almost exhaustive 

spectrum of identities and experiences, having 
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undergone multiple metamorphoses. Allusions 

pertaining to gestation and the maternal abound 

throughout the series, as the first scene of the first 

film sets the tone – the crew of the Nostromo 

emerge from their sleep pods and commence their 

activities aboard the ship. The central allegory of 

the maternal womb recurs through all four of the 

initial Alien films and it echoes the monsters’ 

essential need to perpetuate itself and continue its 

abominable life cycle. The moment the new alien 

bursts out of its host’s chest has been interpreted 

as “a nightmare vision of sexual intercourse, 

pregnancy and birth” (Mulhall, 2002, 20), 

superimposing a sense of horror and rejection of 

the feminine and the maternal, as suggested by 

the amalgam of organic elements, under the 

permanent threat of both excessive vitality or 

death.  By setting the tone of the series, the firs 

Alien film also laid out the ideology that supports 

it: constructs about gender, maternal roles, 

reproduction and sex are thrown into crisis as the 

monster emerges, not without a phallic 

suggestion, from its male host’s chest. Sexing and 

gendering has also been thrown into crisis. As 

Jason Smith and Ximena Gallardo noted in their 

study on “the Alien woman”,  “when Kane’s 

chest exploded and that phallic little beastie 

escaped from the depth of our unconscious and 

onto the screen, with it went the primacy of the 

sexed body in science-fiction films” (Gallardo, 

Smith, 2004, 14). 

Although the alien mirrors the sexing of the 

animal realm, with a clear male/female division, 

its native universe veers toward the posthuman. 

The architecture of the ship from which the  

xenomorph emerges, imagined by H.R. Giger, 

reflects the very alienation from all human form 

that the alien ethos expresses. The biomechanoid 

shapes, suggesting a strange mixture of organic 

life and industrial hardware, create a 

claustrophobic atmosphere that replicates that of a 

tightly enclosed space where an unusual form of 

life germinates. The alien nursery exudes an acute 

sense of threat and displays a strange anatomical 

arrangement reminiscent of sexual intercourse 

and reproduction: “Vaginal doorways, cervical 

mazes on the walls, phallic sculptures on the alien 

starship, and bulbous mammary projections 

everywhere-virtually every scene works itself out 

within a matrix of sexual suggestiveness” (Cobbs, 

1990, 200) Indeed, “the entire craft resembles a 

stupendous uterine-fallopian system” (Greenberg, 

1993, 153). The semantics of this landscape 

closely mirrors the film’s semantic system: the 

alien is oversexualized and reproductively 

superior to humans, who are represented as 

lonely, estranged from community, displaced 

outside the social realm and unable to connect 

with others. 

Ripley’s asexual celibacy and even  

“virginity” have been widely discussed and 

closely connected to her heroic status as part of 

the mythological background that validates her 

extraordinary abilities: “extending a long-familiar 

mythological trope, Ripley’s emergence as the 

human hero of this tale is empowered or 

underwritten by her implied celibacy” (Mulhall, 

2002, 24) Her chastity remains intact in the first 

two Alien films, as she displays maternal instincts 

toward a pet, then a child (the little girl, Newt). 

David Fincher’s intention to close Ripley’s story 

in Alien 3 and potentially end the saga is reflected 

by his choice to involve the heroine in a sexual 

relationship with a male character. It is a major 

milestone in her evolution, as she covers a wider 

spectrum of experience and is implicitly 

humanized. In her turn, she could be seen as the 

daughter of Mother, the cyber-brain of the 

Nostromo, the starship in the initial Alien.   

Ripley’s heroic existential cycle could not 

have been complete unless she performed a 

sacrificial gesture, by throwing herself in the 

incandescent metal glowing in the final scene of 

Alien 3. Hoping to end her life along with that of 

the alien, Ripley perishes in a manner that echoes 

the gestures of mythological heroes. She did the 

same in Alien: Resurrection, when, in another 

extreme ending scene, she facilitates the death of 

her monstrous genetic offspring, the alien/human 

giant following the remaining crew back to Earth. 

Strategically, both attempts at ending the saga 

count on the circularity of violence – the story 

begins with an aggressive “impregnation” of the 

human host by the alien “face-hugger” and it is 

supposed to end in violence, too, either with the 

protagonist falling into molten metal, with the 

alien baby bursting out of her chest, or with the 

hybrid monster being sucked out by the negative 

pressure of outer space.  There is an undeniable 

spiritual component animating the heroine’s drive 

for sacrificial destruction and self-destruction, 

and it reaches a crucial point with “Fincher’s 

presentation of her death- dive as a crucifixion 

through which the human race is redeemed” 

(Mulhall, 2002, 107).  

The story contains one other moment of 

symbolic violence in a scene that opposes Ripley 

to Ash, the scientist (who is in fact an android), 

designated by the Company to provide them with 

alien creatures for breeding, in order to use them 
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later as bioweapons. His outburst of rage, when 

he tried to choke Ripley by inserting a rolled-up 

magazine down her throat has been interpreted in 

a sexual key, as an attempt at rape, but also as a 

perverse intersection between science and the 

generic notion of alienation (Mulhall, 2002, 30).  

Ash is assigned the symbolic role of the mad 

scientist/android, devoid of humanity and 

consciousness, as he was an android, a man-made 

machine of the Terminator species whose sole 

mission was to supply the Company with enough 

alien beasts in order to create a non-human army 

whose only mission was to kill. Despite he is a 

biomechanoid himself, Ash possesses enough 

introspection in order to affirm his belief in a kind 

of tripartite universal order, one that aligned 

technology, humanity and nature (represented by 

the alien and the realm of beasts): “I admire its 

purity. A survivor. Unclouded by conscience, 

remorse, or delusions of morality.” Ash admires 

the alien as the ultimately refined product of the 

natural world, displacing humans from their 

reigning order in the hierarchy of nature. He 

deplores conscience and morality as drawbacks 

clouding the “enlightened”, emancipated brutality 

of an army that doesn’t question and ponder, 

simply following and implementing orders, no 

matter how absurd and inhumane. Ripley’s 

refusal, doubled by a physical fight that she could 

barely win, given Ash’s robotic physical 

excellence, constitutes the fundament of which 

her heroic character is built. Her ethics, the film 

narrative suggests, is based on the very notions 

that Ash wishes to obliterate – conscience, 

remorse and morality.  

Despite its aesthetic shortcomings and a 

differently tuned narrative tempo, Alien 3 adds a 

substantial amount of psychological depth to a 

heroine that had been transformed into an action 

hero in James Cameron’s Aliens. The penal 

colony’s religious dimension is exacerbated by 

the austerity of Fiorina 161’s environment, and 

this defining element is dissipated at all levels, 

from the heavy industrial architecture of the ship 

to the worn-out fatigues that shield Ripley’s body 

against de sexually hungry gaze of the dangerous 

convicts around her. The colony could be seen as 

an incarnation of Ripley’s darkest fears and 

nightmares (Mulhall, 2002, 100). As the viewer is 

familiarized with the monastery/prison/industrial 

site geography of the place, it becomes 

increasingly obvious that here, Ripley was the 

alien, the transplanted mismatched character that 

doesn’t fit in the hostile environment of the 

colony. Fincher resorts to a strategy that lays bare 

the inner working of the characters’ minds – by 

depriving them of firearms and modern 

ammunition, the implicit narrator laid bare the 

essential traits of civilization that humans took 

with them into deep space. The fear of God, an 

acute, deeply instilled conviction that they were 

on a mission to fulfil God’s plan and an 

unwavering conviction that they could prevail 

against the alien turn these anonymous characters 

into a collective body of warriors. 

The film narrative manages to overcome the 

standardized regime of clichés that the Alien 

series had already established and opens with a 

substantially “heavier” idea – Ripley bonds with 

Clemens in a death-filled context, when he 

performed Newt’s autopsy. As funerals take place 

at the Fiorina 161, the alien is reborn, bursting out 

of a dog’s chest. The carrier is no longer human, 

but a member of the animal realm, much like the 

monster itself. As Dillon recites adapted funeral 

rites, the directorial perspective creates a religious 

moment that announces the birth of a powerful, 

merciless supernatural form of life and also the 

decay of human life. The hunt for the alien 

evacuates powerful feelings and galvanizes 

invisible survival strategies. Like the primitive 

man rising against the challenges of wild, 

uncontrollable nature, Fincher’s protagonists fight 

the alien with torches and open fire. They must 

reinvent hunting techniques and rediscover deep-

buried skills that could help them survive and 

exterminate the enemy. 

Fincher’s minimalist aesthetic translates into a 

visible effort to reach an essential level of 

character coherence. As it has been pointed out in 

a comprehensive study on Fincher’s essentialist 

vision, he tries to reveal the character’s ultimate 

identity by “reducing Ripley to skin and bone, in 

search of the ineliminable essence of who she is” 

(Mulhall, 2002, 100). It is this very abandonment 

of traditional notions of gender correlation that 

allows her to resemble otherness and, ultimately, 

the alien itself. The iconic image of Ripley being 

closely inspected by the alien, as if it was sniffing 

her, is a revelatory moment that aligns the heroine 

and her nemesis in an unlikely duet, confirming 

the universal pattern of the coincidentia 

oppositorum: “the scene when the male alien for 

the first time senses the queen inside her also 

establishes a visual similarity between Ripley, 

with her clean-shaven head, and the alien’s skull-

like jaw, further emphasizing Ripley’s alignment 

with the other” (Melzer, 2006, 134). In the film’s 

final scene, she even suggests a strange, 

impalpable reconciliation with her opponent: “she 
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acknowledges that identification with the alien 

with a caress before both plunge to their deaths” 

(Stein, 2004, 203).  

The fascination of the ‘90s era with cloning 

and biomechanics lies at the foundation of 

Alien:Ressurection, the least convincing of the 

quadruple-part original Alien series. In it, 

Ripley’s opponent is no longer the alien, with 

which she becomes genetically related, but the 

more-than-humans human android, Call. Ripley is 

now a clone, a biological freak that seems more 

closely related to the realm of monsters than to 

humankind, is explicitly self-confident, arrogant 

and physically marvellous. Her asexual aura and 

the relatively scarce gender positive elements 

defining her character in the previous Alien film 

are replaced by a certain sexual magnetism she 

exudes, as confirmed by her arousing a significant 

amount of male attention. At the opposite end of 

the spectrum lies the childlike android woman, 

Call, who initially despises Ripley, only to later 

discover that, in fact, they do have a common 

ground: “they are mirrors in their shared 

freakishness and unnatural origins, in as vicious a 

parody of the idea of soul mates as Ripley’s bond 

with the male alien was in Alien 3” (Stein, 2004, 

205). This tandem elicited some critical views 

placing them in the framework of queerness 

(Melzer, 2006, 142), nut ultimately what brought 

them closer together is the way in which they 

problematize the humanity of the non-human. 

Ripley’s remark about Call - “no human is so 

humane” – reverberates, almost three decades 

later, the permanent ethical doubts we should 

have towards the invasion and overuse of 

technology.  

The final scene of the fourth Alien film 

restores the heroine’s humanity by a violent 

display of her overcoming the alien nature 

inscribed in her DNA.  As Patricia Melzer 

observed, “Ripley’s identity is defined by her 

merging with the other. Here the focus is on the 

development of Ripley’s identity [...] towards an 

acceptance of the other as part of the self” 

(Melzer, 2006, 109) Her “posthuman identity” 

(Melzer, 2006, 109) allows her to redefine herself 

on new grounds by cutting off ties with her alien 

offspring in “a grotesque parody or inversion of 

its birth” (Mulhall, 2002, 134). Liberated from 

her alien heritage, Ripley was free to explore her 

humanity.    

An interesting, reversed perspective comes 

from commentators who apply an eco-critical 

frame to the story and see the conflict between 

humans and aliens as generated by our perpetual 

need to interfere with nature, blaming it for the 

chaos our very actions stir and provoke. One 

could argue that “it is humanity’s tampering with 

this different order of being that causes havoc and 

carnage. It is we who have turned these strangers 

into scapegoats” (Kearney, 2003, 52). From this 

perspective, the alien is “monstrous only from its 

victims’ viewpoint. Objectively, there is nothing 

evil in its nature, for its ceaseless feeding and 

breeding merely fulfils the imperative of its 

genetic code-to survive in shifting, inimical 

environments“ (Greenberg, 1993, 165). 

 

Conclusion  

 

Although Ripley no longer is a part of the 

newer versions of the Alien franchise, and will 

not be a part of Fede Alvarez’s announced Alien 

project (titled Alien:Romulus and currently 

filming in Budapest) her legacy as a post-

humanist science-fiction heroine is undeniable 

and remarkable. From a narrative perspective, it is 

a clearly positive signal that her story reached its 

end. The seemingly endless dilutions of her 

character (this would be the ninth film of the 

series) lessen the power of the decades-long 

fascination that kept audiences on the edge of 

their seats for so long. With the current 

predilection for video-game adaptations and 

financially secure productions, one may wonder if 

characters like Lt Ellen Ripley should be placed 

in a gallery of characters that define popular 

culture and its vivid, impactful imagination.  
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Abstract: Launched in 2006, Mike Judge’s Idiocracy envisages a stupidity epidemic across the USA, which 

has caused the country to be populated and run by idiots. One of the consequences is, for example, that 

crops are watered daily with a sports drink, reminding educated viewers of Jonathan Swift’s scientists in 

Laputa. On the verge of agricultural failure and with the fate of the entire country in the balance, it is an 

ordinary private and librarian, Joe (with an average IQ according to our contemporary standards), who 

eventually manages to lead these people out of their predicament. Despite its critique of consumerism and 

the “over-corporatisation of society and technology”, the film was more widely appreciated as a cultural 

and political satire years after its release, in the context of the tense 2016 presidential elections, when it 

received an almost documentary value. This paper aims to explore the racialization of American 

presidentiality, the attributes of heroism and good leadership in this dystopic world, as well as to what extent 

intelligence or closed-mindedness may be virtues. 

Keywords: good leader(ship), Idiocracy (film), intelligence, hero(ism), social satire. 

 

Rezumat: Lansat în 2006, filmul Idiocrație în regia lui Mike Judge este centrat pe o epidemie de prostie în 

SUA, care a făcut ca țara să fie populată și condusă de idioți. Una dintre consecințe este aceea că, de 

exemplu, culturile sunt udate zilnic cu o băutură pentru sportivi, ceea ce le amintește spectatorilor educați 

de oamenii de știință ai lui Jonathan Swift din Laputa. În pragul eșecului agricol și cu soarta întregii țări în 

balanță, un oarecare Joe, soldat și bibliotecar (cu un IQ mediu conform standardelor noastre 

contemporane) este cel care reușește în cele din urmă să le arate acestor oameni cum să iasă din situația 

precară în care se află. În ciuda criticii sale la adresa consumerismului excesiv și a „supracorporatizării 

societății și a tehnologiei”, filmul a fost apreciat și mai mult, ca o satiră culturală și politică, la câțiva ani 

după lansare, în contextul alegerilor prezidențiale tensionate din 2016, când a primit o valoare aproape 

documentară. Această lucrare își propune să exploreze rasializarea președinției americane, ce anume 

transformă pe cineva în erou și îl face un bun lider în această lume distopică, precum și în ce măsură 

inteligența sau îngustimea minții poate fi o virtute. 

Cuvinte-cheie: bun lider, erou/eroism, Idiocrație (film), inteligență, satiră socială. 

 

 

Introduction: how films can predict the future 

  

When Mike Judge’s film Idiocracy premiered 

in 2006, it ran in the cinemas of just a few major 

cities across the USA and, with no theatrical 

trailer to attract viewers, it was then quickly 

shelved by Twentieth Century Fox (Longo, 2019). 

The film survived by word of mouth 

recommendations of a select few, i.e. niche film 

critics and bloggers, who appreciated the satirical 

view on American society and culture. A lot has 

changed since, however, with the most dramatic 

development occurring during the tense 2016 

presidential election campaign, when the film was 

revived and deemed “prescient”, falling short of 

bringing a contribution to an anti-Trump media 

campaign (Stern, 2017). This visionary, almost 

prophetic value of the film (Terry Crews qtd. in 

Buckmaster, 2021) has been supported by events 

around the world, with businesses finding 

inspiration in various aspects of the movie such as 

an American completely automatic, non-employee 

fast-food restaurant, a Swiss café selling coffee 

together with sexual stimulation, or with 

presidential candidate Donald Trump’s public 

discussion of his genital endowment (Mike Judge 

qtd. in Stern, 2017). It is also worth mentioning 

here that the Urban Dictionary (2014), a 

crowdsourced online dictionary of English slang 

words and phrases, mainly defines Idiocracy as 

“[a] movie that was originally a comedy, but 

became a documentary”. 

In short, the film begins with the presentation 

of the wider socio-cultural American context, in 

which intelligent people prioritise their careers 

and keep postponing procreation until it is too 

late, while the stupid(er), oversexed and very 

fertile people continue to have children who 
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inherit their parents’ low IQs. In 2005 a military 

experiment on hibernation selects two subjects – 

Joe Bauers, an extremely average soldier and 

librarian, and Rita, a sex worker – who are 

cryogenically frozen for a year. Unfortunately, the 

officer in charge of the experiment is arrested for 

prostitution and the experiment is forgotten. This 

is why the two wake up only half a millennium 

later, in 2505, when the society has undergone a 

stupidity “epidemic” which has considerably 

lowered the Americans’ collective intelligence, 

with people speaking in a combination of slang, 

expletives and grunts, and watching popular but 

meaningless TV shows like Ow, My Balls! or 

Oscar-winning films like Ass, the uninterrupted 

shot of a naked, farting behind. Moreover, in this 

dystopian society where Costco shops have grown 

to the size of cities, where skyscrapers are held 

together by elastic bands and where garbage has 

piled mountain-high, crops are watered with 

Brawndo, an electrolyte-based drink which 

actually kills them. It is precisely crop-saving – 

and by extension the country’s “comony” (i.e. 

economy) – that becomes the (life) mission of 

time-travelling Joe, renamed “Not Sure” and 

labelled as the smartest person alive. As a reward 

for his saviour abilities, Joe is elected president 

and marries the smartest woman available (Rita, 

of course), fathering a new smart generation who 

would undoubtedly not be as fortunate as their 

parents in their own choice of partners. 

Reviewing the film for The Guardian, film 

critic Luke Buckmaster (2021) highlights it as a 

“disturbingly hilarious film”, “as horrifying as 

1984 or Brave New World”; however, by contrast 

to these, Idiocracy does not set out to emphasize 

“the oppressiveness of the state” but “the dangers 

of collective incompetence”. Despite the 

continuous technological advancements, this 

dystopic “Uhmerica” is peopled entirely by idiots; 

even the judges, lawyers and doctors are dimwits, 

whose closed-mindedness creates a hostile 

environment to any outsider, including a well-

meaning one like Joe. 

To the more educated viewer, the film recalls 

an older (albeit similarly “prescient”) text, namely 

Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726, 2005), 

particularly the protagonist’s journey to Laputa, 

the floating island mainly peopled with an 

educated elite preoccupied with mathematics, 

astronomy, technology and music, yet failing to 

make pragmatic use of the knowledge they 

possess. For instance, Laputan scientists have 

risible preoccupations such as extracting 

sunbeams out of cucumbers (Swift, 2005, 167), 

constructing buildings from the roof downwards 

and with no right angles (150). In Swift’s dystopic 

society, the excessive use of the microscope and 

the telescope gives men lazy eyes (146) and they 

become so engrossed in thought that they need to 

be “showered” with pebbles in order to become 

aware of the surrounding reality (146-147). 

Overall, Laputans stand for a form of pursuing 

knowledge that is not practically or socially useful 

and, as a result, it cannot improve human life. 

Unlike Swift’s satire of Enlightenment 

intellectualism, Mike Judge’s Idiocracy satirizes a 

world in which technology has become so 

indispensable to humans that they have lost the 

good habit of cogitation, focusing instead on 

instant sensory gratification to the detriment of 

mental stimulation and resulting in the collapse of 

the populace’s IQ. 

 

Racialized presidentiality 

 

Interestingly, the president of Judge’s dystopic 

“Uhmerica” is a former wrestler called Dwayne 

Elizondo Mountain Dew Herbert Camacho (do 

note the inclusion of a popular fizzy drink in the 

president’s given names). Additionally, he is a 

praised porn superstar and “five-time ultimate 

Smackdown champion”, with a big, brawny 

physique and an increased sexual drive alluded to 

by the several women hanging on his arms. An 

African-American in terms of race (the part is 

played by actor Terry Crews), the president’s 

surname (Camacho) nods at a possible Mexican 

heritage, thus linking the most powerful man in 

the state with immigrant, presently still 

marginalized, groups of people and, consequently, 

subverting the power and authority of American 

non-white presidency. In brief, American 

presidentiality is not only racialized but also 

sexualized, with Camacho already in office, 

leaving the door open to speculations about his 

possible election due to his pop culture fame and 

association with celebrity culture rather than his 

political prowess.  

As King and Beasley (2016, 123) aptly 

observe:  

 
“[n]ot all texts in the disaster genre feature 

black presidents, but almost all texts with black 

presidents feature disasters. This context 

frames catastrophe as either a necessary 

precondition for or a direct consequence of 

black presidentiality”.  

 

How such presidents handle disaster scenarios 

is key to understanding their competence and 

effectiveness in the role, as well as to what extent 

they are examples of good leadership. Dwayne 
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Camacho may not have the solution himself, but 

he knows the person who will be able to find it. In 

his address to “the House of Representin’” (the 

dystopian version of the House of 

Representatives) in his African-American 

Vernacular English, he first shoots rounds off an 

automatic rifle to get the people’s attention; he 

then orders them to shut up, and reads from a 

prompter a “speech” meant to boost people’s 

morale and confidence in his efficiency and 

competent, problem-solving leadership:  

 
“Shit. I know shit’s bad right now, with all that 

starving bullshit, and the dust storms, and we 

are running out of french fries and burrito 

coverings. But I got a solution. […] Now I 

know everyone’s shit’s emotional, right, but 

listen up. I gotta three-point plan ta fis 

everythin’. Numba one: we got this guy, Not 

Sure. Numba two: he’s gotta higha IQ than any 

man alive. Numba three: he’s gonna fix 

everythin’. ... N that ain’ all [In gospel voice:] 

I give ya mah wurd he’s gonna fix the dust 

storms too. N ah givya mah wurd. He’s gonna 

fiiiix the Comony” (Judge, 2006). 

 

Camacho thus appoints Joe as the nation’s 

saviour, the one man who has the knowledge and 

the skills to miraculously restore the country’s 

economy and welfare. I shall return to Joe’s 

heroic actions in the next section. 

Commenting on the power of cinema to 

influence the American electorate, Ryan Jay 

Friedman (2013, 4) notes that the late stages of 

the 2008 presidential campaign saw the spread of 

a thesis according to which “African American 

presidents in movies and on television deserve 

substantial credit for making Barack Obama’s 

candidacy and eventual election possible”, raising 

the voters’ awareness and making them more 

receptive to a black supreme leader. “[B]lack 

president characters […] have ‘shown the way’ or 

‘paved the way’ for President Barack Obama” 

(Friedman, 2013, 4), reflecting an understanding 

of the cinema as a “spectacular democracy”, 

according to which democracy is reduced to a 

film or a national spectacle. At the same time, 

such films – and ensuing commentaries likening 

Obama to black film-presidents – become “a form 

of cultural reflection”, “confirming popular 

culture’s role as a gauge of collective desires”, as 

well as “opening up new possibilities of 

identification for people of color” (Friedman, 

2013, 5). Yet unlike other movies featuring black 

presidents (for instance, The Man, 1972; The Fifth 

Element, 1997; Deep Impact, 1998; Head of State, 

2003; 2012, 2009; 24, 2001-2010 – cf. Friedman, 

2013; King and Beasley, 2013), Idiocracy paints a 

much darker picture, “present[ing] a black 

president who is a buffoon”, mocking the African 

Americans’ capacity “to participate intelligently 

in democratic government”, while also implicitly 

associating “the social liberation of people of 

color with cultural decline as such” (Friedman, 

2013, 7). In other words, although the film 

portrays President Camacho as an influencer 

rather than a country’ president, linking him to 

pop/ celebrity culture, it also seems to imply that 

African American leaders can only lead less 

intelligent masses, irrespective of their skin 

colour. But how far – if at all – can we talk about 

Camacho or Joe Bauers in heroic terms?  
 

The science of heroism  

 

That heroism has come to be scrutinized as a 

science (cf. Franco et al., 2016, 4; Cherry, 2020) 

is perhaps not surprising given our constant search 

for heroic role models as an essential part of 

human experience. Zeno Franco and Philip 

Zimbardo’s contribution to the literature is 

significant, as they put forth two important 

notions: on the one hand, “the idea that acts of 

everyday heroism can be carried out by all and are 

not reserved to an elite minority (encapsulated in 

the phrase, ‘the banality of heroism’)”, and on the 

other hand, that a mindset can be developed to 

help and care for people in need, as well as “to 

develop confidence in one’s own ability to take 

heroic action” (Franco et al., 2016, 5). Simply put, 

anybody can be a hero, develop a heroic 

mentality, and perform heroic actions, acting 

competently, selflessly and compassionately for 

the benefit of others in need.  

Extensive psychological and sociological 

research has proven that terms like “heroes”, 

“leaders” and “role models” are not synonyms, 

yet they do overlap in a comprehensive definition 

of heroism (Franco et al., 2016, 5; Kinsella et al., 

2016). Kinsella et al. (2016, 22) note that, 

although heroism has historically been associated 

with masculinity, the various characteristics of a 

hero are now coded as masculine and feminine; 

thus, being “brave, protective, strong and fearless” 

are typically masculine heroic traits, while being 

“helpful, selfless, caring and compassionate” are 

feminine traits. The researchers further contrast 

leaders and heroes, pointing out that successful 

leaders are perceived as taller, with a greater 

physique, and more attractive, whereas heroes are 

seen as warm, competent, strong, larger than life, 

and standing out from the crowd (Kinsella et al., 

2016, 23-24). Surprisingly, what seems to be 
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missing from the existing definitions of heroism is 

an explicit connection to intelligence. What  

comes closest to it is a suggestion of emotional 

intelligence, understood mostly as empathy and 

compassion, together with another key virtue of a 

hero’s profile – as identified by Kinsella et al. 

(2016, 28) – namely, humility read as “an 

awareness of [one’s] personal identity” and “a 

realistic assessment of one’s strengths and 

weaknesses”. 

Summarising a hero’s characteristics for the 

larger, non-specialised audience, Cherry records 

twelve central traits, as identified by researchers 

Philip Zimbardo, Timothy Ritchie and Eric Igou: 

“bravery, conviction, courage, determination, 

helpful[ness], honesty”, followed by “moral 

integrity, self-sacrifice, selflessness and strength”, 

together with providing protection and inspiration 

for others (qtd. in Cherry 2020). In addition to 

these core traits, writes Cherry, heroic behaviour 

relies on empathy, compassion, and a strong 

moral compass, with heroes being confident, 

persistent and unafraid to face fears.  

By contrast to this positive, uplifting general 

framework of heroism, Joel Best (in Frisk, 2018, 

98) discusses the notion as a social phenomenon 

and argues that, in the American society centred 

on a “congratulatory culture”, heroism has 

undergone a devaluation due to the proliferation 

of heroes; it is a society “in which everyone 

celebrates everyone as heroes, and so the problem 

is not that we live without heroes, but that we live 

in an age with too many of them.” Ending his own 

discussion of “what makes a hero”, Frisk (2018, 

99) highlights the fact that research on heroism 

has generally “moved away from an elite concept 

of heroism to a wide-ranging interest in mundane 

figures and discourses”. This somewhat 

pessimistic conclusion diminishes the meaning 

and functions of heroes (i.e. to enhance, morally 

model and protect others, Kinsella et al., 2016, 

26-27), drawing attention instead to the hero’s 

affluence of status, represented by titles, prizes 

and awards certifying his knowledge and skills. 

Returning now to the question ending the 

previous section, I argue that, although both 

Camacho and Bauers display some heroic traits 

such as helpfulness, selflessness and (a certain 

degree of) bravery, they both challenge the hero’s 

image. On the one hand, Camacho may best be 

read through the lens of Best’s “congratulatory 

culture”, as he is reduced to physical strength, 

fame, and a superficial concern for the people that 

actually masks his personal fear of losing his 

function and the benefits it entails. On the other 

hand, Joe Bauers is more compassionate and 

willing to protect the masses against the dangers 

of starvation and another climate catastrophe by 

imparting his knowledge and putting his skills 

into practice for the benefit of the entire country, 

even if his personal interest is to quickly exit the 

life-threatening situation he got himself in. It is 

this flight instinct that makes him try repeatedly to 

escape the hostile, closed-minded society of the 

future that turns him into a hesitant type of hero, 

which is further emphasized by his new identity 

as “Not Sure”. 

Contributing to the ongoing debate on 

idiocratic theories and “the public as something 

less than deliberative and knowledgeable, but 

more than simply ignorant”, Mark Fenster (2007, 

147, 148) uses Idiocracy as a starting point for his 

critique of previous such theories, explaining that:  

 
“[i]f the public is idiotic […], then the least it 

can do, and the thing it must do in order to 

survive, is to submit to the rule of those who 

are its smartest and most capable members 

(even if the smartest are a bit dim 

themselves).”  

 

In other words, the idiotic masses should at 

least have the common sense to allow the more 

competent and able individuals to lead the way 

out of the impending crisis. In the socio-cultural 

context depicted in the film, the more competent 

person is, of course, Joe Bauers. 

 

Joe proves his worth 

 

But using his 2005 “ordinary voice”, i.e. 

Standard American English, speaking in cohesive 

and coherent sentences, Joe “sounds pompous and 

faggy” to the “Uhmericans” of 2505, when “the 

English language had deteriorated into a hybrid of 

hillbilly, valleygirl, inner-city slang and various 

grunts” (Judge, 2006). The implication is that 

language deterioration, materialized in the 

preponderance of slang and ebonics, is a direct 

consequence of the population’s IQ drop. 

Racialization, of the spoken language this time, is 

related once more to the society’s cultural decline. 

In this dystopian dumb-dominated universe, a link 

is thus created between intelligence and deviance 

at best, or effeminacy at worst. That intelligence 

takes away from a man’s masculinity – coded 

mainly as brawns, aggression and the ability to 

reproduce like mad – is resumed at the end of the 

film, albeit in a negative sentence, when Joe 

delivers his own presidential speech in the “House 

of Representin”, in which he challenges the now 

widespread belief that reading and writing are 

preoccupations fit only for the sexually deviant: 
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“There was a time in this country, a long time 

ago, when reading wasn’t just for fags and neither 

was writing” (Judge, 2006). Significantly, these 

tongue-in-cheek commentaries hint that the world 

of the future is still male-dominated, that it is only 

men who might have such “high”/ emasculating 

intellectual pursuits, while women are 

(stereotypically still) sexualised as sex workers 

and breeders. Nonetheless, President Bauers’ 

speech focuses on a nostalgia for a lost “golden 

age”, when “smart people were cool” (Judge, 

2006), not because they simply possessed a lot of 

knowledge but because they made practical use of 

it to improve human life (e.g. building ships and 

pyramids, or travelling to the Moon).  

Also striking in this dystopia is people’s 

expectation that competence and intelligence will 

be reflected at the bodily level. Having taken an 

IQ test, which resulted in him being labelled “the 

smartest person in the world”, “smarter even than 

President Camacho” (Judge, 2006), Joe is invited 

to the White House in order to help save the 

“Uhmericans” from looming starvation, restore 

the economy and, by extension, save the world – 

all these in exchange of a pardon. Upon meeting 

Joe, a dismayed President Camacho remarks: “So 

you’re smart, huh? [Turning Joe’s head left then 

right] I thought your head would be bigger.” 

(Judge, 2006) His comment seems to voice what 

the other ministers have been thinking but did not 

verbalize, being in too much awe at meeting “the 

smartest person alive”. In this idiotic world, 

intelligence translates into a literally bigger brain, 

which, in turn, implies a bigger head. This 

justifies the president’s visible disappointment 

with the appearance of the person designated to 

deal with the crisis as soon as possible.  

Indeed, Joe does not immediately qualify as a 

saving hero, nor does he quickly jump into hero 

mode. He only agrees to help the president and his 

cabinet of incompetent ministers in exchange of a 

reward: to obtain a pardon on his prison sentence 

so he can find a machine and time-travel back to 

his old, familiar and self-absorbed life. Joe thus 

initially lacks two key heroic attributes 

(selflessness and self-sacrifice) but he is, 

nevertheless, persistent in defending his 

convictions in front of the closed-minded 

ministers who cannot fathom water being used for 

any other purpose than flushing the toilet. Joe’s 

suggestion that crops be sprinkled with water 

instead of Brawndo, which allegedly “has got 

what plants crave, it’s got electrolytes” (Judge, 

2006), is met with rejection and disbelief, as the 

“Uhmericans” uphold their closed-mindedness 

and misguided beliefs against the time-travelling 

outsider – no matter how smart and well-meaning 

he may be.  

In a compelling article about whether closed-

mindedness can be a vice or a virtue, Heather 

Battaly (2018, 23) argues that closed-mindedness 

is “an unwillingness or inability to engage 

seriously with relevant intellectual options” but 

that it becomes “a virtue in epistemically hostile 

environments”, producing more positive epistemic 

effects. Battaly (2018, 41) further explains that, in 

hostile environments, “the knowledge-possessing 

agent should be open-minded” in order to 

minimize bad epistemic effects, which actually 

translates into the knower being more charitable 

and civil, and engaging with relevant intellectual 

options. As a result, the knower “should engage 

seriously with deluded or incompetent others, and 

the options they endorse, in an effort to change 

their minds and practices” (Battaly, 2018, 41, 

original emphasis). According to Battaly, the 

deluded and incompetent characters of Idiocracy 

are unlikely to change their minds by simply 

interacting with the knowledge-possessing Joe on 

a one-to-one basis; in fact, these interactions even 

result in bad outcomes, including life-threatening 

harm, for him. It is only when people are shown 

live footage of the sprouting crops, while Joe 

manages to avoid near-death in the arena, that 

they begin to acknowledge their closed-

mindedness and become aware of the positive 

effects of engaging with relevant options, such as 

using water as a viable alternative to the energy 

drink, in order to solve their critical situation. 

Besides heroism and (one-time) heroic actions, 

the film also challenges humanity’s belief in a 

taken-for-granted destiny of progress, be it 

material, technological, moral, or intellectual. 

Idiocracy shows a society where the intellectual 

and cultural elites of previous centuries have died 

out and have been replaced by consumerist and 

mercantile “commoners”, whose affluence can 

buy them access to almost anything. Sadly, this 

dystopian context seems supported by recent 

studies which have raised concerns about falling 

IQ scores not just in the US but also in European 

countries with highly praised educational systems, 

like Britain, Finland or France (Smith, 2018; 

Tilley, 2023), with the biggest decrease recorded 

in groups of young adults aged 18 to 22 or in less 

well-educated people. Although intelligence genes 

are heritable (Smith, 2018), the general 

conclusion of such scientific research is that the 

increased use of technology, particularly the 

internet and social media, has gradually resulted 

in a shorter attention span and frustration at slow 

processes; in other words, technology has robbed 
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people of the good practice of thinking things 

through, carefully and on their own.  

Most importantly, however, not only does Joe 

save the world from starvation and wilful 

ignorance, but he also saves himself from his own 

comfort zone, initial laziness and self-absorption. 

His actions show him evolving from an insecure 

and solitary person to a rather “banal hero” (cf. 

Franco et al., 2016, 4) who hesitates, but manages 

to transform the society in which he is rather 

forced to live since he cannot travel back in time. 

Joe thus becomes “a transformative hero” (Allison 

and Goethals in Kinsella et al., 2016, 25), sharing 

his knowledge and inspiring personal growth in 

others, while also becoming a better person. His 

transformation highlights every individual’s 

responsibility towards social and cultural 

progress. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This paper has endeavoured to show that, 

beyond the satire of American consumerism, 

corporatization, racialized presidentiality and 

unintelligent participation in democratic 

government, what Idiocracy does on a more 

positive note is to urge viewers to ultimately 

reconsider heroism as “something accessible to 

all”, “a personal, communal, and societal 

responsibility in the face of evil” (Franco et al., 

2016, 11) or – I might add – in the face of closed-

mindedness and ignorance. In other words, 

heroism should be perceived “not as a rare feature 

of the few ‘heroic elect’” but rather as an attribute 

of human nature (Franco and Zimbardo qtd. in 

Cherry 2020), with the hero-outsider-saviour 

having to prove persistent in the hostile 

environment by fighting the closed-mindedness of 

the idiotic “elite” and masses alike. The film thus 

provokes viewers to “self-reflection regarding 

their own potential for heroic behaviour and 

ability to recognize and celebrate in the heroic 

behaviour that exists around them.” (Kinsella et 

al. 2016, 32) Above all, however, Idiocracy 

should be seen as a timely wake-up call to 

humanity’s shared responsibility for a viable 

future. 
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Abstract: In critically comparing two animation movies released by mid-1990s in Japan and by mid-2010s 

in USA, this paper delves into the depths of mass-media representation of non-human entities living in the 

natural habitat and their reactions to humans’ interventions. Neither of the two animated works appears on 

the background of ideological resistance; rather, they combine in creative ways insights into ecological 

problems of their respective eras with universal quests for survival and adaptation in the name of survival. In 

doing so, both animation features contribute in decisive manners to constructing visual-auditive discourses 

of courage, far-sighted vision and compassion as well as their subsequent propagation by means of popular 

consumption, compounded by their high success rate at the box-office at the time of their releases. 

Keywords: animation, deep ecology, anthropomorphism, mass-media, existential philosophy. 

 

Rezumat: Prin compararea critică a două filme de animație lansate la mijlocul anilor 1990 in Japonia și la 

mijlocul anilor 2010 in USA, această lucrare pătrunde in profunzimile reprezentărilor mass-media a 

entităților non-umane care trăiesc in spațiul natural și reacțiile acestora la intervențiile oamenilor. Nici una 

dintre cele două lucrări de animație nu apare pe un fond de rezistență ideologică, ci mai degrabă combină 

în modalități creative perspective noi asupra problemelor ecologice ale epocilor in care au fost publicate cu 

căutări universale de supraviețuire și adaptare în numele supraviețuirii. Procedând astfel, ambele filme de 

animație contribuie in mod decisiv la construirea unor discursuri vizual-auditive distincte, axate pe curaj, 

perspicacitate și compasiune, amplificate de răspândirea lor ulterioară prin consum cultural, cu atât mai 

mult de impact datorită succesului impresionant la casele de vânzări ale biletelor. 

Cuvinte-cheie: desene animate, ecologia profundă, antropomorfism, mass-media, filosofie existențială. 

 

 

1. Introduction: animation and the 

humanization of animals 

 

It is a well-known problem nowadays that 

humans’ impact on the Earth’s ecosystem leads 

gradually to its demise and, consequently, to the 

gradual destruction of mankind’s natural 

environment. This paper focuses on two 

animation works which share a common concern 

for nature and its increasingly troubled 

relationship with humans: both Ponpoko: The 

Heisei Tanuki War (『平成狸合戦ぽんぽこ』 

Heisei tanuki gassen ponpoko, directed by 

Takahata Isao 高畑 勲 and released by Studio 

Ghibli in 1994) and The Nut Job 2: Nutty by 

Nature (directed by Cal Brunker and released by 

Open Road Films, ToonBox Entertainment, 

Gulfstream Pictures, Red Rover International and 

Shanghai Hoongman in 2017). Both animation 

movies deal with the progressively acute problem 

of the devastation of animals’ natural habitat by 

means of human intervention. While more than 

two decades and specific geographic 

circumstances separate the two animation 

productions, they highlight similar burning issues 

related to the anthropocentric advancement of life 

on Earth and the potential dangers which result 

from this reconfiguration of the naturally designed 

food-chain. 

In Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War, Takahata 

Isao chooses tanuki/狸/たぬき/タヌキ (Japanese 

raccoon dog, Nyctereutes procyonoides 

viverrinus) as main protagonists to deliver 

powerful, profound messages to audiences already 

insensitive to current challenges and upheavals 

inside their immediate proximity. At first glance, 

the main theme seems to be the demolition of the 

furusato 故郷 or “homeland” as a consequence of 

human action, seen from the perspective of the 

animals, unable to protect themselves efficiently 

from the human ruthlessness. Ponpoko: The 

Heisei Tanuki War, though, is less a fantastic 

story with talking animals à la Walt Disney and 

rather a realist representation with almost 

documentary-like accuracy (Takahata, 1999, 68, 

83). The plot of Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War 
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takes place in the Tama region of Western Tokyo 

which had been experiencing deep functional and 

urban developments during the 1970s (Drazen, 

2003, 15). Ponpoko is an onomatopoeia employed 

to reproduce the sound created by the so-called 

tanuki drum (tanuki tsutsumi 狸鼓). According to 

Japanese legends and myths, tanuki inflate their 

belly – or their testicles, depending on version – 

and knock on it with their paws in order to scare 

wanderers and passers-by: pon-poko, pon-poko. 

(On a side note, pon-poko is the sound resulted 

from softly hitting a full belly, in case of humans.) 

Large rural areas had been deforested to make 

place for new housing facilities necessary on the 

account of the population explosion during the 

economic growth in Tokyo, and most of the hills 

and mountains in the Tama region were cut down 

and levelled out – as a result, the wild animals 

living in the forests on those hills and mountains 

were forced to leave the region due to the 

increasing lack of food and housing space. 

Particularly dramatic is the situation of the tanuki, 

who find themselves driven out of their homes by 

the human population's urge for progress. There 

are innumerable folk-tales, legends, superstitions, 

proverbs and songs since times immemorial which 

talk about the peaceful, harmonious co-existence 

between Japanese people and tanuki (Figal, 2007, 

53-56; Foster, 2009, 143); countless quotes and 

episodes from folk culture and beliefs appear in 

Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War in order to 

illustrate the long history which tightly binds the 

lives of the tanuki with the destiny of the humans. 

In The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature, the purple 

squirrel Surly lives in the midst of the Liberty 

Park’s urban wildlife community while 

overseeing an all-you-can-eat buffet at Maury’s 

Nut Shop now renamed Nibbler’s Nut Shop. The 

American red squirrel Andie who has a different 

outlook on life based on hard-work and 

persistence and on developing important skills 

necessary for long-term growth, worries that the 

easy life might turn the animals into lazy, 

irresponsible individuals unable to take care of 

themselves. Her worries prove founded when 

Mole accidentally blows up the nut shop after he 

forgets to reduce pressure from the boiler, but 

Surly finds an easy solution when he suggests to 

return to their roots by foraging for food in 

Liberty Park after failing, together with his friend 

Buddy, to find other food-packed places. In the 

meanwhile, concerned that Liberty Park is not 

financially prosperous and never makes money to 

add to the city’s budget, Percival J. Muldoon, the 

unscrupulous Mayor of the fictional Oakton City 

in which the plot in The Nut Job 2: Nutty by 

Nature takes place, decides to turn it into an 

amusement park named Libertyland. Surly and 

Andie discover Muldoon’s plot, and Surly 

convinces the animals to sabotage the construction 

workers’ efforts to tear down the park. However, 

Surly’s enjoyment is short-lived; Andie attempts 

even more to convince the animals to work hard 

for food – which Surly opposes as he believes this 

life strategy can result in disappointment. 

Consequently, they must think of a sustainable 

way to oppose the construction plans underway, 

particularly after the construction workers’ 

foreman tells Muldoon about the animal attacks 

and the humans’ efforts grow both in intensity and 

ruthlessness. The subsequent development of the 

narrative line follows the competing undertakings 

of the parties involved: one the one hand, the 

humans driven by the perspective of financial 

gain; on the other hand, the animals motivated by 

the dreadful threat of losing their homes. In the 

process, various tactics are employed which 

neatly divide between good and evil, while the 

ground-tenor of the movie builds up tension 

towards the inevitable denouement. The 

relatability of the characters results from their 

plain, but striking memorability as well as from 

the transferability of the situations they find 

themselves involved in, be it the animals 

protecting their habitat and the weaker among 

them, be it the humans trying to expand their 

gains despite calculated damages incurred to their 

own habitat and the loss of natural resources.  

The current analysis takes into account three 

levels of the debate on the impact humans have on 

the life conditions of animals – anthropomorphism, 

deep ecology versus environmentalist propaganda 

and discursive rather than practical solutions – 

which reflect the three dimensions circumscribing 

historical phenomena: socio-cultural, economic-

political and technologic-educational. To this 

outcome, I proceed in three steps: firstly, I analyse 

the process of humanizing non-human entities and 

the tactics employed in conferring them 

memorability and relatability. Secondly, I observe 

the economic-political implications of openly 

displaying the consequences of humans’ reckless 

intervention in nature as well as the potential 

warnings to be drawn from their mass-media 

conveyed brutality. Thirdly, I refer to the 

technologic-educational dimensions of proactively 

showcasing and propagating environmental 

awareness in connection with the message of life 

as the most important asset one possesses and 

could ever possess which might eventually lead to 

its implementation on a real-life scale. In the 

Conclusion, I wrap up major ideas and outline 
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some further research prospects in relation to 

similar mass-media projects detailing the not-so-

visible implications of human actions. 

Methodologically, I draw on more than twenty 

years of empirical-phenomenological fieldwork 

on Japan, Japanese animation, as well as in the 

slippery domain of Japanese and global mass-

media. The phenomenological experience is 

socio-culturally contextualized, emulated on 

animation as a discursive mass-medium and a 

performative display of an authentic self and 

resistance against conformity, uniformity, and the 

alleged superiority which comes from their 

association. Hence, it reveals the highest level of 

existential transcendence: the consumerist 

strategies visible in the Japanese society of late 

modernity turn out to be plain symptoms of a 

forever-postponed confrontation with the 

individual reality, and not a sustainable solution in 

terms of personal fulfilment and/or social 

cohesion (see Allison, 2013, 17; Sugimoto 2013, 

25). I observe the multiple layers of animation as 

cumulative symbol of Japanese and Western mass-

media as cultural phenomena arrested in the 

stress-ratio between visual representation and 

musical intertwining, between arts and media, 

embedded in bureaucratic structures of 

administration and self-organization such as the 

release politics, the economic supervision of 

brand-related consumption, the socio-cultural 

management of producers and consumers, as well 

as the products themselves and their meta-

narrative concatenations (see Suzuki 2018, 32; 

Buhler 2019, Cooke 2010). As my sources, I rely 

on extensive fieldwork with long-term 

participatory observation and empirical data 

collection, resulting from archive research of 

Japanese documents and informal discussions 

with Japanese producers and with Japanese and 

non-Japanese fans, experts, and other consumers 

of products of popular culture, domestic and 

international. This complex endeavour allowed 

unexpected insights into the mechanisms of 

production, consumption, perception and 

processing of media phenomena in Japan and 

worldwide. Taking into account the fact that the 

Japanese media industry is extremely vivacious 

and almost painful in its superficiality with a 

calculated momentary impact on audiences, 

Studio Ghibli’s persistence and longevity 

throughout decades is a powerful reminder that 

vision, determination, mastery are worthy assets 

in the hierarchy of human values – although not 

always forthrightly advertised as such. 

Demystifying nature and unifying our shared 

human condition into a coherent whole has turned 

from a delusional gesture of self-aggrandizement 

into a quotidian quest with unlimited possibilities. 

 

2. Anthropomorphism: the socio-cultural 

circumscription of nature 

 

When perceiving and processing their 

environment, children have an innate tendency to 

“humanize” it by adding elements which turn it 

from an external unknown into an internal 

familiar. This tendency diminishes throughout the 

years as children mature into full-fledged grown-

ups, but at some deeper level, the ability to 

understand and empathize with familiar structures 

rather than unknown elements stays strong, which 

is why comics and cartoons with “talking animals” 

are by far more impactful than those employing 

human-like characters. 

Consistent with Japanese folklore, in Ponpoko: 

The Heisei Tanuki War tanuki are presented as 

highly sociable, mischievous beings, able to 

employ the art of illusion to change shape in all 

possible things (Takahata, 1999, 69). In the design 

process of his tanuki, Takahata embarks on a long 

journey back into the deep past of Japanese 

culture, where traditional folk beliefs of the power 

of the tanuki to change shape and to co-exist with 

humans reside. Zoologically speaking, tanuki are 

raccoon-like mammals. In the Japanese folkloric 

imagination, they are lazy, but cheerful animals, 

who are able to change their shapes into all 

possible alternate figures; they do it as a game, 

and seldom – almost never – out of malevolence. 

Tanuki seem to enjoy good food and a leisurely 

life, and they can hardly ever become really 

malicious, a very important difference from foxes 

(kitsune 狐 , another shape shifter in Japanese 

folkloric imagination). It is believed that tanuki 

can scare the humans by suddenly appearing in 

front of them in unusual forms (such as three-

headed serpents or a no-legged woman flying over 

the earth), or that they make more or less innocent 

jokes (such as transforming leaves into banknotes 

and handing them over to the gullible humans 

(Takahata, 1999, 66). One can see statues of 

tanuki everywhere in Japan, especially at the gates 

of temples and shrines where they might often 

carry a barrel of saké. As a result of the strong 

deforestation and the brutal urbanization of the 

rural areas during the last decades, the real tanuki 

can be seen around the suburbias of the big cities, 

looking for food. 

To this end, in Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki 

War, there are three visual depiction modes of the 

tanuki, depending upon which role they are 

supposed to play in every scene, related to their 
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environment and to the plot: firstly, they can take 

over an anthropomorphic appearance, when they 

are supposed to look like humans, so that the 

audience can identify itself as much as possible 

with the tanuki, with their destiny and their 

struggle – in the film, they appear mostly in this 

mode; secondly, they are displayed in a more 

plain, manga-like manner with cute facial features 

and funny shapes, apparently inspired by the 

drawing style of the manga author Sugiura 

Shigeru (杉浦 茂, 1908-2000; Drazen, 2003, 254) 

– while organizing something strange, funny or 

forbidden; thirdly, they are represented very 

realistically, according to their zoological nature, 

while being around humans, and in contrast to 

them. Thus, tanuki are either integrated in the late-

modern Japanese habitat as a reconstruction of the 

folkloric, traditionally established past via the 

anthropomorphic drawing style or relocated 

within the contemporary context of popular 

everyday culture via the manga-like drawing style, 

the third representation mode being rather a 

stylistic necessity to differentiate between 

categories when the fantastic and the real 

intertwine. 

In contrast, in The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature 

the characters keep their original appearances; 

they are drawn as “talking animals” in the 

tradition initiated by Walt Disney and continued 

ever since in most animation works released by 

Western enterprises. The narrative line respects 

the structure of the classical dramaturgic pyramid 

explained by Gustav Freytag (1816-1895) with a 

clear exposition, inciting incident, rising action, 

climax, falling action and denouement or 

resolution, so that the characters involved take 

over clearly outlined roles (see Greene, 2018). 

Surly, a purple squirrel who was at first loathed by 

the park’s animals, is now considered a hero for 

defeating Raccoon in the first movie (The Nut Job, 

released in 2014 under the direction of Peter 

Lepeniotis, produced by Endgame Entertainment, 

Red Rover International, ToonBox Entertainment, 

Gulfstream Pictures and distributed by Open Road 

Films) and becomes Andie’s boyfriend after 

helping to save all animals inhabiting Liberty Park 

from a dire food shortage that he had 

unintentionally caused. He is a typical main 

character on a symbolical journey during which 

he encounters hardships he has to overcome with 

the help of those around him. In doing so, he 

learns important individual values such as hard-

work, honesty, persistence and collective values 

such as loyalty, empathy and cooperation (see 

Bauman, 2001). Andie, his female counterpart, is 

a compassionate and beautiful red squirrel who 

was in the first movie The Nut Job Surly’s love 

interest, and serves as a reminder of the feminine 

power with its qualities of unconditional warmth, 

resolute kindness and firm boundaries in 

counterbalancing the masculine tendency to live 

in the moment on the quest for infinite instant 

gratification while ignoring long-term 

consequences (see Hooks, 2000). The secondary 

characters reconstruct in a funny, but realist 

manner, the common dynamics of human 

communities, with misunderstandings, challenges, 

difficulties counterpointed by moments of 

reconciliation and shared joys.  

More importantly, the Liberty Park animals are 

not presented as idealizations of the humans they 

are supposed to embody, but display complex 

physical and mental-emotional configurations 

which allow them to appear both relatable and 

familiar. Their adventures and mishaps as well as 

their needs and desires are, by large, reflections of 

human needs and desires in similar circumstances 

– this puts The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature in the 

same category as Zootopia (2016, directed by 

Byron Howard and Rich Moore, produced by 

Walt Disney Pictures and Walt Disney Animation 

Studios, distributed by Walt Disney Studios 

Motion Pictures) and The Angry Birds Movie 

(2016, directed by Clay Kaytis and Fergal Reilly, 

produced by Columbia Pictures and Rovio 

Animation, distributed by Sony Pictures 

Releasing) of recent years, which strive to 

communicate important messages of communal 

life, interhuman relationships and personal 

choices, while transcending traditional visions of 

animation, mass-media corporations and their 

function respectively their contribution to the 

sociocultural worldview of audiences.  

Once nature is humanized and therefore 

brought more closely to the audiences’ own 

quotidian experiences, it is gradually turned into 

an instrument to convey producers’ messages: 

both in Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War and in 

The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature, the main message 

seems to be the destruction of the animals’ habitat 

and its replacement with constructions which 

serve humans’ needs, be it a result of economic 

growth or of greed and ruthlessness.  

 

3. Deep ecology versus environmentalist 

propaganda: the economic-political 

instrumentalization of nature 

 

The humanization of nature leads to an 

increasing familiarity among audiences which, 

consequently, enables a more profound 

ideological impact. This is where the individual 
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visions of creators kick in: their progressive 

conceptualizations of the world and of humankind 

are encoded in the animated images with 

accompanying soundtracks aiming at delivering 

specific messages. 

At first sight, Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War 

is a common eco-oriented manifesto, reinforced in 

the final scene in which Shôkichi’s best friend, 

Ponkichi, addresses the audience directly and 

pleads for a friendlier attitude towards the freely 

roaming tanuki. The impish tanuki, familiar 

characters from Japanese folk-tales, are re-

introduced into the Japanese everyday life and are 

appointed to communicate a heartbreaking version 

of Studio Ghibli’s famous eco-message (Drazen, 

2003, 189). On the same tone with the lamentation 

against the destruction of natural life forms from 

Nausicäa from the Valley of the Winds (『風の谷

のナウシカ』 Kaze no tani no Naushika, 1984) 

or later in Princess Mononoke (『もののけ姫』 

Mononoke hime, 1997), the happy, ancestral 

rurality from My Neighbor Totoro (『となりのト

トロ』 Tonari no Totoro, 1988), all three under 

the direction of Takahata’s junior colleague and 

Studio Ghibli co-founder Miyazaki Hayao 宮﨑 

駿 , is evoked in tanuki’s life – the tanuki 

themselves having become once again fashionable 

in Japan by mid-1990s.  

From this perspective, Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War’ message might be summed up as a 

warning about the negative effects of human 

actions upon the environment and upon those 

beings living within that environment, unable to 

defend themselves against the human actions: the 

destruction of the rural landscape in favour of the 

construction of new housing facilities. Takahata 

operates with dynamic, realistic characters to 

deliver an important, serious message, 

counterpointed by humour and a positive 

worldview, and accompanied by the wonderful 

folkloristic music played by the band Shang 

Shang Typhoon.1 Takahata does not employ cheap 

sentimentalism as a means to transmit his eco-

message: That significant scene in which one of 

the newly relocated families joyously watches the 

tanuki playing in their garden carries the idea that 

the condition for moving forward and keeping on 

                                                      
1  Shang Shang Taiphoon is a Japanese band of the 

1980s and 1990s. Its musical style is characterized by a 

mixture of various Japanese musical elements such as 

traditional music from Okinawa or min’yô 民謡 with 

influences from rock’n’roll, pop and reggae. The 

notion of min’yô refers to Japanese folk songs, and was 

used exclusively during the 20th century to denominate 

traditional Japanese music from different regions. 

living does not mean the repression of other 

beings and the enforcement of human power, but 

it consists of a harmonious, peaceful togetherness 

based on respect, loyalty and responsibility 

towards these other beings (Takahata, 1999, 184).  

However, there is second, more subtle and 

more pervasive – and less popular – interpretation 

of the movie: Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War is 

a hymne of life as the best asset one possesses and 

could ever possess. It is possible to go one step 

further and assert that Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War is for Takahata what Princess 

Mononoke would be later for Miyazaki: the 

artistic analysis of that favourite spare-time 

activity of the modern human being consisting of 

the destruction of myths, the killing of gods, the 

transformation of the holy into profane and the 

dissolution of the magic – that is, carrying the 

netherworld into this world out of pure fun 

(Eagleton, 2000, 54). The main problem in this 

endeavour seems to be the fact that the modern 

human being cannot replace the disenchanted 

world with anything else. Technology, science or 

longer life expectancy cannot fill-in the holes in 

the existence of modern social actors created by 

the loss and the disappearance or simply by the 

dissolution of old folk-tales and beliefs, fairy-tales, 

myths and ghost stories. As naïve as they might 

have been, these old folk-tales and beliefs, fairy-

tales, myths and ghost stories granted magic and 

fantasy to everyday life. In Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War, Takahata attempts to decorate the 

bleak and comfortless quotidian realities with 

light and joy by displaying a colourful version of 

existence – the existence of humans, of animals 

and of nature – as something extremely valuable. 

On a similar note, The Nut Job 2: Nutty by 

Nature’s main focus is to highlight the vitality of 

nature in its extremely limited version of a city 

park. For once, it is not “genuine nature” as it had 

already been tamed by humans in their 

urbanization movement which is the main element 

of industrialization and technological 

development (Castells, 1997, 265). The animals 

living in the park are not wild animals, but ones 

who had already been turned into city dwellers – 

and with this socioeconomic transformation, 

specific behavioural changes had occurred: there 

is an uncomfortable subtlety in the initial 

representation of Surly and his companions as 

lazy, greedy freeloaders, enjoying a carefree life at 

the all-you-can-eat buffet at Maury’s Nut Shop 

(now renamed Nibbler’s Nut Shop). This seems as 

the best of all possible worlds, were it not for 

Andie’s worried attitude who promotes a more 

work-first-reward-later existential vision. Her 
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worries clash against Surly’s light-hearted attitude, 

only to gain traction once the nut shop is 

accidentally blown up by Mole, one of the group’s 

members, who forgets to fulfil his duties. 

Confronted, again, with the harsh realities of life, 

Surly nevertheless finds the resources to solve the 

food crisis – and in doing so, to gain Andie’s 

admiration and affection.  

The further development of the plot unveils the 

city mayor’s plans to turn the park into an 

amusement enterprise which will bring in more 

financial gains: the threat posed surpasses by far 

the previous food crises with Surly feeling 

responsible for those around him – an attitude 

inspired by Andie’s sense of urgency rather than 

by the very real situation surrounding him. Slowly, 

a second message emerges in the background of 

the first one, indelibly visible in the visual-

auditive outfit of the animated movie: the 

necessity of cooperation among those involved, 

compounded by the urge to find common 

strategies in order to assure the survival of all 

those affected and not only of the fittest (see 

Greene, 1998, 173). This is a far more humanist 

solution than the one proposed by Takahata in 

Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War, in which 

“survival of the fittest” seems as the only 

alternative accompanied by the unconditional 

acceptance of death as inevitable part of the 

cosmic cycle. In The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature, 

cooperation both within the Liberty Park’s 

community and among the various communities 

already pushed to their survival limits in the city 

ensures the survival of their members, enhanced 

by faith that positive outcomes are not only 

possible, but also probable as long as one looks 

for them in the right places and moves forward, 

boldly, courageously, compassionately. 

Eventually, the humans themselves are presented 

less as demonized characters with their relentless 

greed, aggressiveness, ruthlessness, and more as 

misguided individuals. 

There is, nevertheless, a specific tension 

between the limited nature of a city park and the 

limitless joy of life displayed by the dwellers of 

that very city park: in their determination to save 

their home, in their resourcefulness to overcome 

individual pettiness, in their efforts and 

willingness to sacrifice themselves so that their 

habitat survives, there is a powerful message of 

what it might take to turn an animated vision into 

reality (see Fuller, 2007, 197). Once again, the 

return to the classical dramaturgic tool of catharsis 

allows for transferability of significance from the 

universe of the artwork to the quotidian lifestyle 

and existential choices of consumers. Besides the 

relatability of the characters, this transferability is 

what turns a mere fictional product into a potential 

instrument to promote political stability – namely, 

cooperation instead of competitiveness – as the 

foundation of healthy, sustainable economic 

prosperity. 

While Takahata’s ecological worldview relates 

to an all-encompassing vision of nature and 

humanity as parts of a considerably larger and 

more complex whole, which cannot be grasped 

within individual life’s dimensions, Cal Brunker’s 

humanist vision refers majorly to the individuals 

living in here and now and blurs the larger-than-

life extrapolations of historical advancement. 

Artistic works cannot change the world – but they 

can deliver decisive impulses into the right 

direction. 

 

4. Discursive intellectualism, hypocritical 

activism and practical solutions: the 

technologic-educational re-purposefulness of 

nature 

 

Between defeat and victory, there is an entire 

universe of expectations: sometimes, it might 

seem easier to give up on finding solutions and 

simply move along with the flow of time while 

accepting the inevitability of destiny. In the larger 

scheme of things, though, fighting back while 

emulating the aggressors’ sense of entitlement 

might deliver the necessary impetus for dealing 

with life-threatening circumstances. 

In Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War, the 

expansion of the urban living spaces into the 

surrounding rural areas is recognized as an 

economic and population-related necessity; 

simultaneously, it is questioned due to the 

brutality of the subsequent destruction, cynically 

seen as “collateral damage” in the name of 

progress and civilization. The movie’s serious 

message is conveyed with what has become to be 

regarded as Takahata’s in-house brand of warm 

humanism and tender irony: even if it hurts, one 

must go with the flow of time and adapt to it – in 

order to survive as a species (see Giddens, 1990, 

65). One of the last scenes is highly symbolical: a 

young family living in one of the newly built 

housing facilities is extremely happy to see a 

couple of tanuki who got lost in the garden. 

Harmony is never a complete condition, but rather 

something changing with the passage of time, and 

it must be won over and over again from the 

turmoil of history. 

The moment the tanuki in Ponpoko: The 

Heisei Tanuki War realize they are about to lose 

the very foundation of their existence due to the 
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humans’ advancement, they try with various 

strategies to hinder the humans’ progression into 

their natural habitat. At the same time, tanuki 

want to prevent humans from completely 

withdrawing from their environment, as this 

would mean the loss of available sources of food, 

so that in a first phase, they employ their ability to 

change shape into ghost-like appearances (face-

less humans, twin-ghosts, etc.) which are intended 

to scare away the workers on the construction 

sites. However, new workers keep coming, 

endlessly. After several more or less unsuccessful 

attempts to deter the humans from the continuous 

works on progressing into tanuki’s natural habitat, 

the tanuki belonging to Tama community ask for 

advice from an 800-year old tanuki-elder: this 

tanuki master will, eventually, organize a final 

parade along the main street, with many tanuki 

joining their forces in a desperate march. 

Unfortunately, the entire creepy dimension of the 

“night parade” is ruined when the representative 

of a local theme-park acknowledges the 

organization and performance of the parade, 

stating that it was a commercial manoeuvre to 

display the innovative special effects of his 

enterprise (see Haraway, 1991, 84). Shocked by 

this counter-development, tanuki find out that the 

theme-park is managed by foxes who had lost the 

struggle against humans penetrating into their 

natural habitat, and, in order to survive, they 

decided to live among humans under human 

appearance. At slow pace, tanuki’s living space 

diminishes continuously, while the new housing 

projects take greater form – and even a last TV 

show where the tanuki appear will not massively 

change the situation.  

In time, tanuki would, eventually, outsmart the 

foxes, and organize a last, emotional 

metamorphose artifice: united, they transform the 

new landscape composed of housing facilities into 

the old, virgin countryside landscape, for a very 

short fraction of time. Afterwards, most of the 

tanuki, however, embark on a special, symbolical 

ship traveling towards Fudaraku or Paradise: this 

relates to one of the numerous Buddhist schools in 

Japan, which promotes the idea of an island called 

Fudaraku existing in Western waters and to which 

one might reach after embarking on this special 

ship; when arriving at Fudaraku, all pain and 

sadness is left behind and Nirvana is attained 

(Takahata, 1999, 421). Some tanuki live among 

humans, like Shôkichi, one of the main characters, 

who is now employed in a company and laments 

the life of commuting daily in overcrowded trains. 

Sometimes, he meets the tanuki who could not 

metamorphose and are pursuing a painful life in 

poverty: nevertheless, regardless how precarious 

their life might be now, both categories of tanuki 

did not lose their cheerfulness and self-confidence, 

and enjoy every single moment of companionship 

and happiness.  

Unlike the tanuki who fight in defence of their 

homeland, but eventually lose the war as the 

expansion of urban habitable surface and the 

absorption of the circumfluent rural area is 

accepted as an economic-technical necessity due 

to the increasing population, though the brutal 

destructions generated by its practical execution 

lead to the questioning of its ethical effectiveness, 

the animals in The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature win 

their battle. Humour, positive description, 

straightforward comments dominate the narration: 

the furry heroes are not presented as cuddly 

potential traffic victims, but as resolute, stubborn, 

kind-hearted characters possessing individual, 

human-like character traits; they reproduce the 

human community, lost at the dawn of modernity, 

characterized by loose, but reliable social 

relationships (Eagleton, 2003, 73-76; see 

Anderson, 1998). Their humorous and oftentimes 

spectacular metamorphoses remind audiences of 

their untapped potential, waiting in a dormant 

state to be awakened, discovered, expanded and 

transcended into their lives which can turn 

thereupon into extraordinary existential 

trajectories. Conversely, humans are not portrayed 

solely as brainless criminals keen on destruction 

and plundering, but as ambivalent, desperate 

characters torn between what they feel they must 

do and what they are told to do, and carried away 

by the waves of history (Bauman, 2000, 43-49). 

Rather than attempting to convince the audience 

of the necessity to save the animals and their 

natural habitat, Cal Brunkers goes the long way of 

confronting the members of the audience with the 

world of their most intimate beliefs and emotions, 

beyond the quotidian, self-driven reality and 

consciousness, so that they, too, are inspired to 

find their inner resources for everyday struggles.  

The memorability of the characters adds up to 

their relatability thus enhancing the transferability 

of the story-line: they are quotidian actors leading 

quotidian existences peppered with quotidian 

events. There is hardly anything unusual about 

them. Their struggles and their joys belong to the 

category experienced by the average citizen. 

When struck with difficulty, though, they stand up 

for themselves, look for practical solutions, 

overcome personal incompatibilities, form 

alliances, display humility mixed-up with 

courage, protect the weak and surround them with 

love and care (see Fromm, 2006, 31). The idea of 
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the community encompasses the underlying value 

of the individual: unlike in Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War, “the survival of the fittest” as a 

precondition for “the survival of the species” is 

not taken into account. Rather, “all for one and 

one for all” lurks in the ideological background 

and motivates the animals in their fight: no one is 

left behind as we are all important in our own way 

and indispensable parts of a whole greater than its 

components – nevertheless, the whole needs each 

of us, equally, is the almighty message conveyed 

throughout The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature. The 

unwitting humanism of this message, its intrinsic 

statement of love towards life itself, is, 

simultaneously, a fundamental reminder that 

individuals cannot exist without others with their 

“radical otherness”, as Emmanuel Lévinas had put 

it decades ago, being crucial to the diversity of the 

universal ecosystem (Lévinas, 1995). Surly, the 

Alpha male in-becoming, rises as a natural leader 

within the small Liberty Park community; he is 

not elected, as humans do nowadays, but arises 

organically from within his group when hardship 

strikes. From an irresponsible, easy-going young 

male he evolves towards a self-reliant, self-

sufficient member of the community he feels 

compelled to protect from destruction, inspired by 

Andie’s admiration and affection (which he had 

first to win over, they were not simply offered to 

him) and driven by an innate sense of purpose and 

increasing accountability (see Kristeva, 1974). In 

his newly, gradually found existential direction, 

Surly encompasses a fresh identity paradigm 

which revives older ideals of individual 

excellence and freedom as responsibility, so that 

individual choices and their consequences are 

seen for what they truly are: milestones on the 

pathway to becoming a self-aware, reliable, 

future-oriented citizen. 

Even though the plot in Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War was inspired by a historical incident 

and development from the 1970s, the word 

“Heisei” (in Japanese chronology, the Heisei era 

lasted from 1989 until 2019, being followed by 

the current era, Reiwa, with emperor Naruhito as 

its representative) in the title suggests the 

temporal immediacy of the story – and while the 

main protagonists are simple tanuki, the purpose 

of the movie is to allegorically exhibit the human 

behavior from the perspective of the animals in 

order to illustrate a different view of the 

consequences of the human action. On the other 

hand, The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature shows that 

living beings are not separate entities, but they 

exist and co-exist within complex temporal and 

spatial as well as emotional networks. If their 

habitat is destroyed, an entire life-network is 

destroyed, at the same time: a small, vital, circular 

universe is ruined in the name of human progress 

and development. With insight, courage and 

cooperation, the restoration of the original state of 

harmony is an endless process, and alongside this 

process both victories and defeats are faced with 

courage and dignity and accepted as such. This 

state of harmony which is yearned for by all living 

beings is never an existential circumstance in 

itself not to be addressed or challenged, but a 

process to be sought and attained within a long 

instructive and exhausting journey. This journey is 

commonly called “life”. 

 

5. Conclusion: animals’ humanity as a 

gate towards humans’ enhanced humanity 

 

The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature shares the 

message of life as being the most important asset 

one possesses and could ever possess which 

permeates animation works released by Studio 

Ghibli since 1994, with Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War being the pilot-project in this concern, 

and with Miyazaki Hayao’s monumental Princess 

Mononoke from 1997 univocally representing this 

statement beyond the ecological propaganda, with 

the additional urge of the necessity to live one’s 

life at its fullest and to move continuously with 

the flow of history. Both animation movies chose 

the slightly humorous framework, 

ethnocentrically focused or more diversity-

oriented, while observing the destruction of 

domestic communities by means of human 

intervention, progress and technology. There is a 

subtle reactive nostalgia, as well, in the subtext of 

questioning human advancement and its effects on 

other living beings, with clinical realism, but 

lacking cynicism, and compounded by tender 

humour and warm humanism: two fundamental 

dimensions of the creative reaction to the realities 

of life and its set-backs while enjoying life to its 

full extent, at the same time. 

A huge fable of documentary accuracy which, 

unfortunately, did not make it into the final stage 

to the Oscar nomination for Best Foreign Film in 

1994, Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War talks 

about the destruction of the forest not only as the 

loss of the homes for those living there, but also 

as the destruction of what Hannah Arendt called 

“the common world” (Arendt, 1976; quoted in 

Bauman 2004, 22). The tanuki learn a hard lesson 

despite their inner resistance and subsequently 

adapt their ability to change shape to the new 

circumstances – originating in their mythological 

ability to metamorphose – and take into account, 
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pragmatically, the unavoidable victimization, 

followed by the mourning of the innocent victims. 

To this extent, Takahata Isao employs in Ponpoko: 

The Heisei Tanuki War some powerful creative 

strategies such as the emotional ambivalence, the 

dynamic reconsideration of mythology, the earthy 

humour, the artistic expression of the spiral-like 

dialectics of cause and effect, the ethnocentric 

representation of worldwide nostalgias, thus re-

locating Studio Ghibli’s aesthetic-ideological 

position within Japan’s Soft Power macro-

endeavours and, simultaneously, outlining general 

features of a more comprehensive understanding 

of life and of “folklore tradition” as media-related 

phenomena constructed in the unstable stress-ratio 

between economic-political systems and socio-

cultural individuals constituting those very 

systems. 

At first sight, the main plot – and the most 

obvious message – of Ponpoko: The Heisei 

Tanuki War is tanuki’s struggle, who are the most 

affected by the deforestation and the clearance of 

the hills, to protect and preserve their homeland 

from the destructive human forces. While 

describing tanuki’s life in the vanishing hills and 

forests, Takahata enterprises a long, symbolical 

trip back in the deep past of the Japanese culture 

to those traditional popular beliefs connecting the 

humans and the tanuki. It is well known, even in 

nowadays Japan, that humans and tanuki used to 

live together peacefully, harmoniously, as 

reflected by old popular tales, legends, 

superstitions, sayings and songs. 

The secondary, hidden message of the film is 

the plea to live life at its fullest as long as this is 

possible: the ability to pick out those moments 

that can convey a deep, meaningful purpose to the 

self, and to enjoy them despite their ephemerality, 

make the difference between a happy, fulfilled 

existence and an empty one, full of worries and 

regrets. The key to this secondary layer is the 

“ghost parade” at the climax of the movie, 

elucidating the force and the beauty of living 

one’s life at one’s own pace – within the history 

and the community (Bauman, 2002, 64-81). The 

symbolical incursion into the medieval imagery of 

hyakki yagyô becomes, therefore, a highly-

stylized initiation trip both for the performers and 

for the audience, leading to (physical) death 

respectively to (spiritual) resurrection. The 

general, common consideration of Ponpoko: The 

Heisei Tanuki War as an ecologist manifesto with 

the tanuki transforming themselves into eco-

warriors waging a holy war to protect nature from 

the invasion of the human culture is demystified 

as discursive propaganda. 

Similarly, The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature 

presents a dual structure, in which the ecological 

concern takes the front-seat: while humans do 

their best to fulfil the capitalist ideal of continuous 

economic growth on a planet which is not 

growing itself, they only pursue, in fact, 

prevailing ideas sold by mainstream technologies. 

Even when this economic growth comes at a 

considerable expense, short-term benefits 

outweigh long-term costs – which, once again, is 

how national supremacies and global hierarchies 

are promoted and maintained. The antagonists in 

the movie are ridiculous in their lack of far-sight; 

at some point, though, their obvious 

ridiculousness turns into pitifulness and audiences 

start to empathize with their struggles and efforts 

to understand why things move from bad to worse 

(see Barber, 1996). Eventually, it is not so much 

the animals’ ingenuity which wins the battle, but 

rather the humans’ inability to adapt to changing 

historical circumstances, which require flexibility, 

dynamism, recalculation of costs-benefits ratio as 

well as the redistribution of tasks. Moreover, 

corruption and incompetence appear as endemic 

in an over-bureaucratic system which does not 

allow for individual creativity and spontaneous 

responses. It is an unusually optimistic animation 

movie. The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature offers 

insights both into the mechanics of democracy by 

mid-2010s in the Western world and into the 

intricate dynamics of urban planning while 

questioning the global supply and demand 

dialectics of an increasingly intertwined world 

community.  

More than in Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War, 

The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature extrapolates the 

importance of nature by extending its significance 

to the representation of the quasi-domesticated 

urban wildlife. Surly and Andie might not be the 

typical victims of housing projects developers, but 

nevertheless they care for and strive to protect 

those around them, either by providing solutions 

or by grasping for proactive actions. Furthermore, 

their friends and companions are no less worthy of 

humans’ compassion than authentic wildlife living 

outside our immediate territories, even though 

they seem more adapted to humans’ way of life.  

The big difference in approaching the 

perpetual conflict between humans and animals 

inevitably regularly escalating appears during the 

orchestration of the second layer: the revelation of 

the necessity to fight even if it means to become, 

(hopefully) temporarily, like one’s enemies. In 

Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War, the tanuki’s 

incapacity to see humans’ brutal, ruthless 

manoeuvres as such and to adopt corresponding 
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tactics in fighting them back leads, ultimately, to 

their demise. Takahata’s message is one of 

enjoying life while it still lasts and then to move 

forward towards the future in peace with oneself 

and in dignity, even if this means death. Brunker’s 

procedure, in opposition, implies the emulation of 

humans so that they are defeated with their own 

weapons. The self-aware decision to fight in a 

similar manner as the opponents and to adopt their 

own way for a limited period of time so that 

victory is ensured, followed by the subsequent 

repentance and reparatory gestures is, once again, 

an unusual attitude surfacing in the arsenal of 

belligerent history: the goal is not only to win, but 

more so to make sure that the opponent is 

humiliated and terminated, so that the foreseeable 

future does not hold similar experiences. While 

peaceful life is important, surrounding oneself 

with an aura of fearsomeness is equally essential.  

Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War might 

sometimes be regarded by Western audiences as 

surrealistic due to the numerous references to 

Japanese superstitions, folk beliefs and traditions. 

Apart from that, Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War 

contains strong humanist messages under the 

superficial ecological cover. Takahata's animation 

film is unique in its humorous display of serious 

problems and themes, and it goes far beyond the 

typical, simplistic, easily to digest framework of 

classical animation and cartoons productions 

which take entertainment as their highest priority. 

The animation as a genre and a technique gains 

gradually under Takahata’s ideological and 

aesthetic supervision the status of an independent, 

self-confident phenomenon: as part of the 

Japanese cultural heritage, animation “made in 

Japan” can finally afford to be and to become 

idiosyncratic and eclectic, to challenge history and 

present, to allow humans and animals to play 

against each other, in order to mediate the same, 

eternal message – life is the most important asset 

one possesses and could ever possess. 

Correspondingly, one must enjoy life to its fullest, 

and must allow others to enjoy life to its fullest, as 

well.  

The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature takes over this 

message of enhancing our own humanity: by 

discovering our own potential, we can unveil its 

limitless potentialities, fulfil them and then 

expand them. This transcends the classical 

paradigm of a “static identity” which demands 

“know thyself!” so that one can act, think, feel in 

accordance with one’s true nature towards, a 

paradigm of “dynamic identity” which not only 

allows, but also encourages the individual to 

explore oneself, to experiment and elaborate on 

prospective potentialities: “discover thyself!”. 

Then again, this vision of enlarging our sense of 

humanity comes on the background of a faith in 

the future promoted recently as a co-creation 

rather than a prediction based on past experiences 

and present circumstances: the future is, in this 

understanding of temporal developments, 

perpetually fluid, open to our preparations, 

perceptions and processing abilities, and by no 

means a fixed structure happening upon us. 

Unlike Ponpoko: The Heisei Tanuki War who 

advocates a “live and let live” existential stance, 

The Nut Job 2: Nutty by Nature pushes for self-

awareness and individual responsibility backed by 

unconditional pursuit of what one believes in the 

name of the collective good. It is, eventually, the 

victory of individual excellence and personal 

growth over collective submissiveness: the answer 

to global challenges might lay, after all, in each 

individual’s willingness to assume radical 

accountability. 
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Abstract: Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara and the Sun (2021) is set in a dystopian near future of 

overachievement,  where A.I. has come to replace highly specialized human labour, the clothes and the 

houses of the upper classes are ‘high-rank’, and their respectively privileged children are “lifted” to be 

optimized for academic success. The diegetic narrator of this cognitive estrangement tale is Klara, a 

Solar-powered robot, the contemporary counterpart of David, the artificial boy in A.I. Artificial 

Intelligence (Steven Spielberg, 2001). Like David, who has been programmed to love his human family 

even in the face of rejection, Klara is a type of advanced robot, designed to be a perfect AF (Artificial 

Friend) to privileged teenagers, yet unique in her willingness to transgress the limits of her intended 

design to help her human friend. Through her eyes, the narrative explores various types of interactions 

(human-robot, human-human, robot-robot), the nature of sentience and empathy, as well as the unknown 

consequences of advancing technology. The present study will draw on the insights of Kathleen Stewart 

put forward in her Ordinary Affects and Byung-Chul Han (The Burnout Society) to discuss Ishiguro’s 

gloomy portrait of a world that has turned against itself in its insatiable quest for perfectibility and 

achievement.  

Keywords: Artificial Intelligence, affect, dystopia, gratitude, overachievement.  

 

Rezumat: Romanul lui Kazuo Ishiguro Klara şi Soarele este plasat într-o lume distopică din viitorul 

apropiat, subsumat ideii de “suprarealizare”, un viitor unde inteligența artificială a ajuns să înlocuiască 

munca factorului uman supracalificat, hainele şi casele claselor sociale superioare sunt “de ordin înalt”, 

iar copiii sunt “elevați” pentru reuşita academică. Naratorul diegetic al acestei poveşti care alienează 

din punct de vedere cognitiv este Klara, un robot alimentat cu energie solară, echivalentul contemporan 

al lui David, băiețelul artificial din I.A. Inteligența Artificială (Steven Spielberg, 2001). Aidoma lui 

David, care a fost programat să îşi iubească familia umană chiar în fața respingerii, Klara este un tip de 

robot avansat, programat ca PAr (Prietena Artificială) a copiilor privilegiați, dar unică în dorința de a 

depăşi limitele propriului design pentru a putea să işi ajute prietenul uman. Prin ochii ei, narațiunea se 

deschide către diferite tipuri de interactiuni (între om și robot, între oamenii înşişi, între roboți), 

explorează conceptele sensibilității şi empatiei, precum şi consecințele imprevizibile ale avansului 

tehnologic. Studiul de față se inspiră din ideile lui Kathleen Stewart (Ordinary Affects) şi Byung-Chul 

Han (The Burnout Society) pentru a analiza imaginea unei lumi care s-a întors împotriva ei insăși în 

obsesia pentru perfecțiune şi realizări.  

Cuvinte-cheie: Inteligență Artificială, emoție, distopie, recunoştintă, suprarealizare.         

 

 

Motto: “Stories can entertain, argue a point, but 

for me the essential thing is that they 

communicate feelings, that they appeal to what 

we share as human being across our borders and 

divides” (Kazuo Ishiguro, Nobel Prize 

acceptance speech, 2017) 

 

Introduction 

 

Isaac Asimov’s famous Three Laws of 

Robotics formulated in his short story Runaround  

 

 

(1942) envisaged a dystopian future when the 

robots would turn against humans. The laws are 

arguably one of Asimov’s most crucial 

contributions to a vast array of fields concerned 

with the interaction between natural and artificial 

life, ranging from cognitive science to ethics, 

robotics, philosophy and speculative fiction. 

Specifically, the laws were meant to contain the 

artificial life, prevent it from harming its very 

source, and ultimately preserve the 

creator/created hierarchy. Interestingly, the first 
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law stating that “a robot may not injure a human 

being or, through inaction, allow a human being 

to come to harm” (Asimov, 1950, 40), appears to 

make unreasonable demands on the artificial life, 

as it both restricts and invites initiative. We may 

wonder, of course, what could determine the 

change of the human-robot interaction from 

positivity, collaboration, even friendship, to sour, 

hostile and vengeful behaviour on the part of the 

robot, and how these intrinsically human 

emotions and affects could so easily be 

transferred to the artificial life and generate a 

destructive environment.  

The three laws, taken at their face-value may 

be read as a contemporary recontextualization 

and addition to the biblical “Thou shalt not kill”, 

but at the same time they contain a silent 

invitation to look into the motivations for the 

possibility of the robots’ behaviour to suddenly 

turn murderous. Moreover, if we accept the 

relatively unproblematic transfer of emotions and 

affects from humans to robots, we should also 

consider the possibility of the humans turning, 

admittedly more gradually, into their artificial 

counterparts. As Woodward puts it: “If machines 

are inhabiting our unconscious, could not affects 

inhabit machines in an intersubjective 

exchange?” (Woodward, 2004, 192). As we 

undoubtedly all experience, the logic of late 

capitalism prioritizes the “robotization” of 

humans, which is ruthlessly carried on by 

companies small and big, for the sake of 

increasing productivity and reducing costs. The 

lure of “hyperproductivity”, of 

“overachievement” is hard to resist; it is skilfully 

wrapped up as a tempting package of various 

rewards, ranging from job promotions 

(accompanied by increased salaries and other 

benefits) to the arguably much more effective 

ones (especially in the case of the more power-

hungry individuals, who are also relatively free 

from material concerns), such as the inclusion 

into the select coteries of the ‘strong and mighty’ 

that dictate the rules of the working life in any 

company. In order to keep up with an ever-

increasing workload and expectancy of skill-

diversification, no personal sacrifice is deemed 

superfluous: more often than not, individuals cast 

off family and friends, renounce healthy sleeping 

patterns, give up leisure time, while increasing 

substance abuse.   

Under the dictates of “overachievement”, we 

may ask ourselves what and how much of our 

humanity can be preserved; if we are increasingly 

aware of the deterioration of our human 

condition, we may also consider the opportunity 

of receiving help, of being reminded of the 

essential features of human behaviour, the so-

called “social suite”, “a crucial set of capacities 

we have evolved over hundreds of thousands of 

years, including love, friendship, cooperation and 

teaching” (Christakis, 2019). The hand (literal or 

metaphorical) stretched to humans in friendliness 

and cooperation, but also as a warning against the 

perils of the sustained “robotization” of society, 

may paradoxically belong to the non-human 

element. A new, unexpected paradigm may thus 

emerge, a model of cooperation that would help 

restore or create a picture of harmony and 

support between individuals. Such a picture 

could only be the result of a much-needed 

reassessment of the benefits of vita 

contemplativa and it would be affectively drawn 

by supposedly affect-free entities. In the absence 

of contemplative composure, the risk, according 

to Nietzsche, is for human existence as we know 

it, to end consumed by its own lethal urge for 

hyperactivity:  

  
“From lack of repose our civilization is turning 

into a new barbarism. At no time have the 

active, that is to say the restless, counted for 

more. That is one of the most necessary 

corrections to the character of mankind that 

have to be taken in hand is a considerable 

strengthening of the contemplative element in 

it” (Nietzsche, 1996, 133). 

 

With the above considerations as a prologue 

to the rest of the study, I am now going to 

introduce its subject. The novel under 

examination here is Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara and 

the Sun (2021), a narrative placed in a dystopian 

near future of overachievement, where A.I. has 

come to replace highly specialized human labour, 

the clothes and the houses of the upper classes 

are “high-rank”, and their respectively privileged 

children are “lifted” to be optimized for academic 

success. Although placed in an unknown future, 

the setting has a lot in common with our own 

world, as it points to the same inequalities of 

wealth and opportunity, the same defiled 

environment and constantly deteriorating 

cityscape. Significantly so, even the elaborate 

techniques of parents sacrificing their children in 

an attempt to preserve status thoroughly mirrors 

the world we live in. Like David from A.I. 

Artificial Intelligence (Steven Spielberg, 2001) 

who has been programmed to love his human 

family even in the face of rejection, Klara is 
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devised to be a perfect AF (Artificial Friend) to 

privileged teenagers. She is bought by Josie, a 

sickly teenager suffering the effects of the lifting 

process and goes to live with her mother, and 

Melania, the Housekeeper, in a remote house. 

What sets her apart from the other AFs is her 

unique willingness and capacity to surpass the 

limits of her intended design, that of a mere 

companion to her human friend. Thus, in order to 

save Josie and restore her deteriorating health (a 

consequence of the lifting process), she devises a 

plan which involves a pact made with the Sun 

whom she considers to be the all-healing force in 

the word (Klara works on solar batteries). In 

exchange for the Sun’s healing of Josie, Klara 

will destroy one of the Cooting Machines that 

pollute the atmosphere; she enlists Josie’s father 

to help with the project which will ultimately 

demand a considerable self-sacrifice. 

Miraculously, Josie recovers and leaves for 

college, while Klara is left to narrate her story 

from a Yard where discarded robots are kept.  

In the first section of this paper, I will rely on 

Kathleen Stewart’s Ordinary Affects paradigm in 

order to shed light on Ishiguro’s protagonist’s 

Bildung and show it as the outcome of the A.I.’s 

carefully perceiving the world and, later on, 

coming to act on its existential flaws. My 

premise – in line with Ishiguro’s narrative – is 

that Klara is endowed with the capacity for 

affect, empathy, and emotion, although this 

capacity is doubted by some of the humans with 

whom she comes into contact. Through her alert 

eyes, the narrative explores various types of 

interactions (human-robot, human-human, robot-

robot), the nature of sentience and empathy, as 

well as the unknown consequences of advancing 

technology. In the second section, I will draw on 

the philosophical writings of Byung-Chul Han 

(mainly “The Burnout Society”) to examine the 

gloomy portrait of the dystopian world of the 

humans, a world that has violently turned against 

itself in its insatiable quest for perfectibility and 

achievement.    

 

Klara’s story  

 

The word “robot” is derived from the Czech 

“robota”, which is connected to serf labour, 

drudgery and hard work; the concept has a wide 

chronological coverage, linking the serfs and 

chattel slaves to the proletariat of the twentieth 

century. There is definite purpose, carefully 

designed intentionality behind the creation of 

artificial people, be they workers or slaves. Their 

prescribed functionality, the strictly contained 

limits of their existence set them firmly apart 

from their creators, whose lives are not 

predetermined (Kakoudaki, 2014, 116). Although 

this purposeful/purposeless dichotomy at first 

sight appears to favour artificial life – after all, 

how many of us would be comfortable with 

leading an empty, random, telos-free existence? – 

actually serves to endlessly replicate patterns of 

oppression. Literature and cinema offer various 

examples of artificial people situated outside the 

strict confines of purposefulness. For example, 

Mary Shelley’s monster in Frankenstein 

questions his coming into being and never stops 

claiming an aim for his existence, whereas the 

Replicants of Blade Runner firmly demand the 

right to ontological open-endedness. In that “they 

come to experience and express very human 

existential dilemmas” (Kakoudaki, 2014, 117), 

these artificial people thus join the realm of 

humanity with all its incumbent flaws.  

The fictional universe of Klara and the Sun is 

one in which, paradoxically, humans, despite 

living in a society interwoven with technology, 

are actually drifting apart from each other. 

Therefore, loneliness is the disease that Klara is 

expected to cure: “what was becoming clear to 

me was the extent to which humans, in their wish 

to escape loneliness, made manoeuvres that were 

very complex and hard to fathom” (Ishiguro, 

2021, 135). The following section will argue that 

Klara’s experiencing and witnessing the interplay 

of “ordinary affects” are the determinant factors 

for her going above and beyond her duty and 

design, thus coming to take action on behalf of 

the humans, instead of passively accepting the 

limits of her making. Moreover, this part of the 

paper will touch upon the role of friendship and 

its boundaries in an age of increasing 

utilitarianism, consecrated by the ruthless 

objectification of mankind and discardability of 

man-made A.I.  

In the Preface to The Portrait of a Lady, 

Henry James imagines a “house of fiction”, with 

a “million windows”, the result of “the need of 

individual vision and by the pressure of the 

individual will”. At each window “stands a figure 

with a pair of eyes, or at least with a field glass, 

which forms, again and again, for observation, a 

unique instrument, insuring to the person making 

use of it an impression distinct from every other” 

(qtd in Haynes, 1999, 37-38). As Haynes points 

out, significantly, even for James “vision is not 

unmediated technologically”, since eye and field 

glass are used almost interchangeably, and 
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equally capable of acting as “the receptor 

constituting vision”. Furthermore, she notices 

how “cyberspace represents a quantum leap 

forward into the technological construction of 

vision” where the physicality of the observer’s 

“embodied consciousness” is removed, resulting 

in the point of view literally becoming the 

character. Hence, “the realistic fiction of a 

narrator who observes but does not create is thus 

unmasked in cyberspace” (Haynes, 1999, 38). 

Ishiguro’s diegetic narrator displays interesting 

similarities with both Henry James’ embodied 

observer and Haynes’ assessment of the dis-

embodied narrator/consciousness/point of view in 

cyberspace. Klara’s physicality is unquestionable, 

she is man-made, and her perspective 

metamorphoses into a character who intervenes 

to correct human flaws, thus crafting a tale of 

care, altruism and personal sacrifice, at odds with 

her human counterparts’ (self)damaging 

narrative. Her visual system processes stimuli by 

“partitioning” them, that is, diagramming them 

onto a two-dimensional grid before resolving 

them into objects in three-dimensional space; 

when she experiences strong emotions, her 

careful partitioning is converted into a sort of 

robot cubism, disjointed but highly expressive 

(Shulevits, 2021).  

The very first page of the novel introduces the 

readers to two AFs, Klara and Rosa, on display in 

a shop that sells robots to privileged children, 

from where they “could see more than half of the 

window”, and witness a quotidian display of the 

ordinary, an outside of “office workers hurrying 

by, the taxi, the runners, the tourists, Beggar Man 

and his dog” (Ishiguro, 2021, 3). Because of her 

confinement and imposed passivity, Klara has 

unmediated access to vita contemplativa. In 

Twilight of the Idols, Nietzsche explains the 

pedagogical tasks (learning to see, to think, and 

to speak and write) that ensure the reaching of 

what he calls “noble culture”. Learning to see 

means getting one’s eyes accustomed “to calm’ 

to patience, to letting things come to you” and to 

refrain from reacting “immediately to a stimulus, 

but instead to take control of the inhibiting, 

excluding instincts” (2005, 190). In Ishiguro’s 

novel, Klara’s access to the outside world is not 

limited to the mere observation of a succession of 

images of people going about their daily 

business. Her character projects an affective 

outlook onto the “objectivity” of empirical 

observation of people and events. Therefore, the 

beginning of her narrative Bildung can be read 

alongside the book Ordinary Affects, which 

Stewart explains as: 

 
“[...] an experiment, not a judgement. 

Committed not to the demystification and 

uncovered truths that support a well-known 

picture of the world, but rather to speculation, 

curiosity and the concrete, it tries to provoke 

attention to the forces that come into view as 

habit or shock, resonance or impact (...) 

ordinary affects are public feelings that begin 

and end in broad circulation, but they are also 

the stuff that seemingly intimate lives are made 

of. They give circuits and flows the forms of a 

life. They can be experienced as a pleasure and 

as a shock, as an empty pause or a dragging 

undertow, as a sensibility that snaps into place 

or profound disorientation. They can be funny, 

perturbing or traumatic” (2007, 1-2). 

 

My discussion of Klara’s character will use a 

similar pattern to that of “ordinary affects”; it 

will be based on the examination of a selection of 

scenes that the protagonist witnesses and that live 

up to their potential to generate “shock, 

resonance and impact”. The selection was 

inspired by their perceived qualia (by Klara 

herself) of being “funny, perturbing and 

traumatic”, and thus conveying the wide-ranging 

map of emotions that make her a unique type of 

A.I.  

Significantly, Klara’s perception of the affects 

that constantly intersect the psychic map of the 

humans and ultimately determine their way of 

being and acting in the world is frequently 

reinforced by the human Store-Manager. Their 

shared willingness to notice – although 

attempting to refrain from elaborate speculation – 

the intricate ways in which humans are motivated 

to act as a result of their experiencing a plethora 

of emotions and affects is an interesting example 

of what Woodward aptly called “the redemptive 

emotional logic of the intersubjectivity of 

humans and artificial entities” (Woodward, 2004, 

185). Aided by the Manager’s explanations, 

Klara notices for example, how ugly feelings 

(Sianne Ngai’s term), such as irritation, envy and 

disgust can mark underprivileged children’s lives 

when they realize that they cannot afford the AFs 

on display in the shop (Ishiguro, 2021, 11); as a 

counterpart to humans’ emotions, she also 

absorbs the thinly-disguised fear of the outside 

AFs at the possibility of being replaced with 

newer models (Ishiguro, 18) by their human 

friends. A growing sense of empathy makes her 

wonder about what she would feel if she were in 
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the position of a boy AF whom she notices 

“walking three paces behind” his human friend, 

not “by chance”, but as an everyday practice; she 

reads this as a punishment of sorts, and she 

considers the possibility of a continued, yet 

forced interaction between an AF and a child 

who has come to reject him (Ishiguro, 20).  

In a particularly moving scene, Klara sees an 

elderly man (the Raincoat Man), frantically 

waving at an old woman (Coffee Cup Lady); 

what follows is an act of mutual recognition, an 

embrace, a short, fleeting instance of unexpected 

togetherness accompanied by conflicting 

emotions of happiness and loss. Klara’s 

witnessing the two elderly people’s unexpected 

reunion resembles what Stewart describes as:   

 
“Sometimes the scenes of a finished life appear 

like a beautiful figure on the horizon...But a 

little detail out of place can be a telltale of 

something terribly wrong...We’re drawn 

simultaneously to the amazing bubble image 

and to all the ordinary affects that animate it 

and pull it apart” (2007, 77).  

 

The android can also easily perceive the 

gamut of violent outbursts when watching a fight 

between two taxi drivers whose faces are 

distorted in anger: her robot friend, Rosa discards 

the whole episode as a mere game of make-

believe, equally enjoyed by its protagonists and 

passers-by (Ishiguro, 2021, 22). This incident of 

extreme social aggressiveness is followed by a 

surprising (from Klara’s perspective) retreat into 

the ordinariness of life, with the two taxis whose 

drivers had been involved in the fight “waiting 

patiently, one in front of the other, in the same 

traffic lane for the lights to change” (Ishiguro, 

2021, 22). The quick return to normality is 

another instance of ordinary affects, calling to 

mind Roland Barthes’ “third meaning”, i.e. 

affects that are “immanent, obtuse and erratic, in 

contrast to the “obvious meaning” of semantic 

message and symbolic signification (Barthes, 

1985, 318). Although a skilful reader of the 

“obvious meaning” of the drivers’ passionate 

fight, Klara nevertheless comprehends the 

survival practices – rendered as “ordinary 

affects” – that humans are compelled to perfect, 

to cope with the challenges posed by quotidian 

life. In this context and by internalizing this way 

of being in the world, Klara comes to closely 

resemble the humans; her narrative and identity 

are rendered as a provisional though powerful 

composition of unrelated and progressing 

elements, similar to the paradigm of the 

“ordinary affects”: 

 
“[...] the watching and waiting for an event to 

unfold, the details of scenes, the strange or 

predictable progression in which one thing 

leads to another, the still life that gives pause, 

the resonance that lingers, the lines along 

which signs rush and form relays, the layering 

of immanent experience, the dreams of rest, or 

redemption or revenge” (Stewart, 2004, 5).  

 

Apart from her daily focus on humans and 

their behaviour, Klara also engages with the non-

human world. Interestingly, her observing its 

effects on the environment connects her to our 

human ancestors and helps add new layers to her 

Bildung. In some instances, she resembles a 

pagan priestess of old, with unmediated access to 

forces of good and evil. For example, the chart of 

her affects is firmly marked by her constant 

worshipping of the Sun whose movements she 

devotedly, albeit naively follows; both Klara and 

her human friend Josie are convinced that when 

the sun sets, it actually goes to rest in Mr. 

McBain’s abandoned barn (Ishiguro, 2021, 69). 

Throughout the narrative, arguably the most 

heart-warming moments are those in which Klara 

directly addresses the sun, as if a deity; in such 

instances, the barn turns into a temple, and her 

pleas and expressed gratitude for the Sun’s daily 

gifts become prayers. On the other hand, she also 

voices (when spotting a bull in a field) all the 

atavistic fears that plagued the humans in the 

past, when suddenly exposed to wild animals and 

coming to fully realize the lethal potential of 

nature unleashed. To this contemporary android 

Ariadne, the bull:  

 
“[...] gave, all at once, so many signals of anger 

and the wish to destroy. Its face, its horns, its 

cold eyes watching me all brought fear into my 

mind, but I felt something more, something 

stranger and deeper. At that moment it felt to me 

some great error had been made that the creature 

should be allowed to stand in the Sun’s pattern 

at all, that this bull belonged somewhere deep in 

the ground far within the mud and darkness, and 

its presence on the grass could only have awful 

consequences” (Ishiguro, 2021, 113). 

 

In terms of “ordinary affects”, this encounter 

with the bull, although it does not occur in the 

urban space, is arguably one of “rogue 

intensities”, that “roam the streets of the 

ordinary”, resembling “everything left unframed 
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by the stories of what makes a life pulse at the 

edges of things”, which “incite truth claims, 

confusions, acceptance, endurance, tall tales, 

circuits of deadness and desire, dull or risky 

moves, and the most ordinary forms of 

watchfulness” (Stewart, 2004, 44-45).   

Klara’s ability and willingness to notice in 

utmost detail the world unfolding before her eyes 

(in the store where she was displayed for sale, or 

in the household where she was sold as an AF to 

Josie) reaches its peak in the plan that she devises 

in order to save her human friend. It presents 

some of the features of a Faustian pact, in that it 

incurs the personal sacrifice of having her 

cognitive abilities hindered by the loss of a 

certain amount of liquid (P-E-G Nine), the only 

way of damaging the Cootings Machine. Thus, 

Klara literally bleeds in order to save Josie, a 

sacrifice whose full extent is perceived by its 

only witness, Klara’s father. What follows this 

voluntary lessening of physical wholeness are 

Klara’s myriad fragmented perceptions, “boxes” 

through which she attempts to re-organize 

thoughts and impressions of the outside world. It 

is at this point in this dystopian narrative when 

people are revealed as unable to express 

gratitude, one of the most significant features that 

holds together the intricate network of human 

relationships. Admittedly, the novel dwells in a 

grey area regarding gratitude as obligation; it 

would take a considerable imaginary leap on the 

part of Josie’s father and Rick (the only humans 

privy to Klara’s plan) to acknowledge the 

synchronicity between Josie’s recovery, the Barn 

scenes, and the sunrays invading the sick 

teenager’s room. This imaginary leap then 

becomes the privilege of the informed audience, 

and readers seldom fail to take it and notice how 

Klara’s sacrifice re-configures the moral and 

ethical aspects of the hierarchical relationship 

between the humans and the robots; the narrative 

openly favours Klara as the perfect embodiment 

of a life well-lived, an examined life. Sadly, this 

will not change her fate. In Kant’s words:  

 
“The fact that the other has done more for us 

than he was required to do, arouses ingratitude, 

for all his merita in regard to our person, or 

fortunes, bring it about that we are thereby 

obliged to him on that account; but in that he 

has had an influence on our well-being, he has 

an advantage over us, whereby he is elevated 

above our worth, and we, on the contrary, have 

become inferiors in his regard; for assuming 

that the estimation of our self rests on a 

comparative judgement with the other’s worth 

[emphasis added] this degradation displeases 

us; we are tortured by the obligation he has laid 

upon us, and so envy hinders our participation 

and interest in his welfare” (Vigilantius, 1997, 

27:696).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

 

Klara’s being only a machine with a purpose 

protects her from arousing feelings of envy in 

Josie, but only after the teenager recovers and her 

potential continuation by her AF is no longer a 

threat. Therefore, Klara’s ending in a Yard where 

robots “past their expiry date” are 

unceremoniously discarded is simply a 

consequence of callous utilitarianism, the 

principle that governs the humans’ world.   

 

The humans’ dystopian universe 

 

As Ishiguro stated in his Nobel Prize 

acceptance speech, recent scientific advances, 

new genetic technologies, such as gene editing, 

the proliferation of A.I. and robotics are bound to 

generate formidable life-saving benefits. We are 

aware of how both transhumanism and 

posthumanism release humankind from its 

strictly biological structure, and how even non-

human forms can be subjected to alteration as 

happens, for example, in the case of 

xenotransplantation, a technique that modifies or 

“uplifts” animal organs for human use (Bean, 

2021-2022, 45).  

At face value, all these scientific discoveries 

have a benign telos. Hence, when approached 

from a strictly pragmatic perspective, the 

systematic striving for achievement which 

informs Ishiguro’s latest novel, with its 

affirmation of the many ways in which 

biotechnology is a means to a good end, appears 

to offer an optimistic picture of a better, brighter 

future, full of endless opportunities for the 

children subjected to the “uplifting” procedure. 

That this actually constitutes a faulty reading, 

based on false premises of personal fulfilment, 

will be the focus of the following section.  

Thus, as Ishiguro points out in his Nobel Prize 

acceptance speech, the same scientific 

discoveries that claim to offer humanity new 

ways to thrive are also responsible for creating 

savage meritocracies that resemble apartheid as 

well as massive unemployment, including of 

those in the current professional elites. This is an 

accurate description of the humans’ world in 

Klara and the Sun. The narrative is informed by 

the banalization of violent social practices which 

discard and discriminate, by the gleeful, almost 
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unanimous, acceptance of the new world order. 

Even those who belong to the old generation, 

such as Josie’s father, fondly consider the effects 

of his being made redundant; in a conversation 

with his ex-wife and Josie’s mother, he retorts:  

 
“Honestly? I think the substitutions were the 

best thing that happened to me […] I really 

believe they helped me to distinguish what’s 

important from what isn’t. And where I live 

now, there are many fine people who feel 

exactly the same way” (Ishiguro, 2021, 212-

213).   

 

The novel presents us with quite a few 

instances which paint a fully-dystopian world, as 

seen through Klara’s eyes; randomly overheard 

conversations covering apparently unrelated 

topics about the mysterious death of Josie’s 

sister, the hostility of a woman outside a theatre 

towards Klara:  “First they take the jobs. Now 

they take the seats at the theatre?” (Ishiguro, 

2021, 269), a remark about the “fascistic 

leanings” (Ishiguro, 2021, 257) of a certain 

segment of society.  

Paradoxically, this dystopian world is not the 

making of mad tyrants. The novel deals with the 

role of power and violence in a much more 

insidious, but all the more effective, way. Byung-

Chul Han’s accurate description of late-

capitalism in The Burnout Society offers, in this 

respect, an insightful paradigm for placing and 

discussing Ishiguro’s narrative. According to 

him, today’s world no longer resembles 

Foucault’s “disciplinary world of hospitals, 

madhouses, prisons, barracks and factories”; its 

regime has been replaced by “a society of fitness 

studios, office towers, banks, airports, shopping 

malls, and genetic laboratories”, whose 

“inhabitants are no longer ‘obedience-subjects’, 

but ‘achievement-subjects’” (Han, 2015, 8). The 

fabric of this new society is methodically held 

together by an effective network of designs, 

strategies, projects, and enterprises whose 

(un)declared aim is to inspire all its members to 

excel and foster a durable community of 

interests. The mechanism at work here is 

supported by the many-fold, insidious ways in 

which “the social unconscious switches from 

Should to Can”, in order to create a subject 

which “is faster and more productive than the 

obedience-subject” (Han, 2015, 8). Nevertheless, 

as Han points out, in spite of the individual’s 

apparently freely-embraced participation in and 

support for a society that defines itself only in 

terms of increased productivity, “the 

achievement subject is still one that remains 

disciplined” (Han, 9), but one that “gives itself 

over to compulsive freedom-that is, to the free 

constraint of maximizing achievement” (Han, 

11).  

As previously mentioned, Ishiguro’s narrative 

faithfully mirrors Han’s insights, albeit in a 

silent, merely implied manner. The novel’s 

dystopian universe gradually unveils the humans’ 

society as one of individuals who, in sacrificing 

their children for the preservation of the status-

quo, have exchanged their fundamental nature for 

that of programmed machines. Significantly, in 

focusing on the plight of human children, Klara 

and the Sun picks up from and elaborates on 

Ishiguro’s previous novel Never Let Me Go; 

there, although the human children appeared to 

be favoured “as individuals who are allowed to 

mature, establish agency and exercise free will”, 

unlike the inferior clone children intended only 

for becoming organ-donors”, the novel in fact 

conveyed the “totalitarian erasure of children’s 

rights, be they humans and/or clones (Raducanu, 

2014, 118-119). In Never Let me Go, moreover, 

the donations were for the sake of adults only, 

whereas the children’s lives were decided via the 

“survival of the fittest” principle; the narrative 

implied that “only when and if human children 

reach maturity, the society organized so as to 

respond to medical emergencies via organs 

removed from the clones” (Raducanu, 2014, 

118).  

Klara and the Sun also works around the 

principle of the “survival of the fittest”, in that it 

attributes children’s development and 

functionality in the overachievement society to 

the willingness and financial abilities of the 

parents to have their children lifted, 

notwithstanding the considerable threats to their 

health. Significantly, Josie’s mother and father, 

Josie herself, the group of parents who organize 

their children’s interaction meetings, the 

eccentric scientist Capaldi, all appear to act 

freely when consenting to the uplifting 

procedures to augment the young generation’s 

abilities. Nonetheless, as this freedom is 

exercised in a world that valorises 

overachievement over the good life and even 

over life itself, we may wonder about its 

limitations. In Han’s words: 

 
“The reaction to a life that has become bare and 

radically fleeting occurs as hyperactivity, 

hysterical work and production. The 
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acceleration of contemporary life also plays a 

role in this lack of being. The society of 

laboring and achievement is not a free society. 

It generates new constraints. Ultimately, the 

dialectic of master and slave does not yield a 

society where everyone is free and capable of 

leisure, too. Rather, it leads to a society of 

work in which the master himself has become a 

labouring slave. In this society of compulsion 

everyone caries a work camp inside. The 

labour camp is defined by the fact that one is 

simultaneously prisoner and guard, victim and 

perpetrator” (2015, 19).   

 

One of the consequences of this race for constant 

achievement is depression: 

 
“The new human type, standing exposed to 

excessive positivity without any defence, lacks 

all sovereignty. The depressive human being is 

an animal laborans that exploits itself – and it 

does so voluntarily, without external 

constraints. It is predator and prey at once (...) 

The complaint of the depressive individual, 

“Nothing is possible,” can only occur in a 

society that thinks, “Nothing is impossible.” 

No-longer-being-able-to-be-able leads to 

destructive self-reproach and auto-aggression” 

(Han, 10-11).  

 

In Ishiguro’s narrative, the character who best 

embodies Han’s insights into depression is 

Josie’s mother. Still active, economically and 

socially privileged, spared from the substitutions 

that had made Josie’s father redundant, she is 

nevertheless depicted as an almost automaton, 

her days full and carefully planned, the time 

spent with her daughter reduced to a brief 

morning coffee interval. In spite of the many 

privileges she enjoys, Chrissie is overwhelmed 

by the very burden of existence; although never 

confessed, she carries the guilt of having caused 

her elder daughter’s death as a result of the side-

effects of the uplifting procedure. However, to 

use Han’s insights into the workings of our 

present world, in the context of “a mounting 

positivisation of society”, the full manifestation 

of the negative feelings such as dread and 

mourning (Trauer), is not permissible (Han, 

2015, 23).  

Strictly related to the workings of any society, 

but even more so to those of our contemporary 

world is the concept of the homo sacer. Han 

revisits Agamben’s conceptualization and adapts 

it to our present circumstances, in that he 

expands its taxonomical limitations. Homo sacer, 

the person who was excluded from the 

community because of a trespass, could be killed 

with impunity, and was instrumental to the 

society thriving. Jews in concentration camps, 

Guantanamo prisoners, people without 

documents to prove their identity, present day 

asylum seekers, “hosted” in lawless spaces, 

terminal patients are all examples of the 

reduction of human existence to bare life and to 

the state of homo sacer (Han, 2015, 19).  

What all the above share is their 

discardability, their obvious redundancy. In 

Han’s conceptualization, our “late-modern 

achievement society” has managed to have us all 

reduced to “bare life”, so that “it is not just 

people at the margins or in a state of exception – 

that is, the excluded – but all of us, without 

exception, who are homines sacri” (Han, 2015, 

19). Ishiguro’s narrative showcases this extended 

homo sacer paradigm by revealing Chrissie’s 

back-up plan in the case of her daughter’s demise 

as the results of the “uplifting”; with the scientist 

Capaldi’s help, she consents to convert Klara into 

an exact replicant of Josie. This arguably sinister 

project reveals how the same ease with which 

humans anthropomorphise computers, goes into 

dehumanising (or replicating) the people whose 

lives they deem as instrumental to their happiness 

or their well-being.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Arguably one of the most significant aspects 

of the humans’ dystopian world, paradoxically 

focusing on maximizing positivity, is the 

cultivation of a systematic transgenerational 

discrimination, with adults consenting to and 

encouraging their children to perpetuate 

inequality, fierce competitiveness, focus on the 

“in-group”, all while discouraging – albeit 

initially politely – honest, friendly interactions 

with the “un-lifted”, such as Josie’s friend, Rick. 

As the privileged children are schooled at home, 

and thus deprived from mixing with their peers, 

frequently organized interaction meetings 

become the only means to ensure some level of 

exposure to society. In Han’s words, 

notwithstanding the different context, this 

imposed positivisation of the world, carefully 

calculated and transmitted from parents to 

children, can be described as a process through 

which “both human beings and society are 

transforming into autistic performance-

machines” (Han, 2015, 23). In the novel, the 

detailed descriptions of an apparently innocent 

gathering among the “lifted” children and their 

respective parents (held in different rooms, at 

Josie’s place) also present certain similarities 

with what Stewart identifies as “flash mobs”: 
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“Flash mobs are leaderless gatherings 

organized by cell-phone, e-mail and the web. 

The mobs usually do something silly, 

demonstrating only that a floating connection 

can flash into flesh (...) Things flash up – little 

words, bad impulses, events alive with some 

kind of charge (...) Sudden eruptions are 

fascinating beyond all reason, as if they’re 

divining words articulating something. But 

what?” (Stewart, 2004, 67-68).  

 

The various examples of flash mobs that 

Stewart provides depict crowd gatherings that 

briefly engage in some sort of orchestrated 

interaction, meant to show the participants’ 

similar reactions to various stimuli. A flash mob 

gathered at a Toys’R Us after staring at an 

animatronic Tyrannosaurus rex, falls to the 

ground screaming and hand waving, then quickly 

disperses; in New York, at a food court in Grand 

Central Station, the participants, all holding 

copies of the New York Review of Books, are 

instructed to go and gather on the mezzanine of 

the Grand Hyatt Hotel next to Grand Central 

Station, applaud loudly for fifteen seconds and 

then disband (Stewart, 2007, 67). Similarly, in 

Ishiguro’s novel, the two stimuli that the 

“uplifted” children are exposed to, their very own 

“Tyrannosaurus rex”, are Klara the AF, and Rick. 

Precisely because of their otherness (one is 

artificial, the other one is an outsider since his 

mother would not or could not agree with the 

medical procedure of uplifting), both Klara and 

Rick are, to use Stewart’s insights, at the 

receiving end of “little words, bad impulses, 

events alive with some kind of charge”. Klara is 

ordered to perform in different ways, sing “the 

harmonic minor scale”, greet repeatedly, and 

give proof of her remarkable memory by 

reporting what one of the girls is wearing; with 

Rick’s help she narrowly escapes being thrown 

around so as to have her coordination tested. On 

the other hand, Rick, her human counterpart, is 

callously teased for his taste in “bug movies?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Ishiguro, 2021, 84), for going to the cinema with 

his mother (Ishiguro, 2021, 83) and generally 

assessed with cold and unsympathetic eyes. Rick 

is, in the novel, the only child who scavenges for 

a sense of authentic social belonging, by 

breaking free from what the adults’ world deems 

as valuable; in this, and in his accurate 

assessment of Josie’s changed behaviour 

(towards him and Klara) during the interaction 

meetings, he mirrors Klara’s powers of 

observation. He also shares her fate, in that he 

will also be abandoned by a cured Josie on her 

triumphant departure for academic success.   

  

Conclusion 

 

The novel ends with Klara’s revelation of the 

reasons for Josie’s uniqueness and the 

impossibility of replacing her, “continuing” her: 

not Josie, herself, but the way others feel about 

her, the love she inspires in them, the 

crisscrossing relationships of which she has been 

the centre: “But however hard I tried, I believe 

now there would have remained something 

beyond my reach [...] There was something very 

special, but it wasn’t inside Josie. It was inside 

those who loved her” (Ishiguro, 2021, 338). 

Klara’s epiphany replicates her author’s, put 

forward in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech 

(2017). As he describes it, the sudden emphasis 

on relationships between characters – so that 

their fictional journey can surprise convincingly 

– was inspired by E.M. Forster’s humorous 

image of a pair of forceps extracting the story 

line out of a novel and holding it up for 

inspection like a wiggling worm. In his turn, 

Ishiguro decided to perform a similar act and 

hold up for inspection the grid of various 

relationships between characters; the natural 

consequence of such a technique is to reveal how 

actually the honest picture of such bonds help 

characters to take care of themselves, in the small 

and private world that constitutes his fictional 

universe.  
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Abstract: The animation film Suzume no Tojimari (2022) is the latest work by Makoto Shinkai, one of 

the most noteworthy Japanese animation film directors who has attracted considerable worldwide 

popularity through his work Your Name (2016). Shinkai Makoto features beauteously depicted realistic 

scenes through which the character's inner state is accentuated and often uses monologues and open 

endings in shaping the plot. Resembling the patterns of Your Name (2016) and Weathering with You 

(2019), Suzume no Tojimari (2022) likewise gives prominence to two protagonists who share a secret and 

carry a vital mission under the grand narrative about catastrophe and collective destiny. The setting of 

Suzume no Tojimari applies the 2011 Tōhoku Earthquake as its backdrop with the addition of Japanese 

folklore elements. The female protagonist, Suzume, and the male protagonist, Sota, who was cursed into a 

three-legged chair, embark on a series of road adventures “to close the doors of catastrophe”. Through 

this adventurous journey, Suzume, as a survivor who lost her beloved mother in the 2011 Tōhoku 

earthquake, heals from the trauma that has long held her back, and this deployment indicates Shinkai 

Makoto’s attempt to leverage this film as a narrative that retells the Japanese experience of the disaster 

by creating a fantastical reconstruction. Focusing on the film's representation of the 2011 Tōhoku 

Earthquake and the protagonists' development, taking the mirror theory of cinema combined with the 

critical theories of daily life practices by Michel de Certeau reference, this essay will analyse how 

Makoto Shinkai employs Suzume no Tojimari as a reflective narrative that reshapes people's memories of 

experiencing the catastrophe and how he intends to use it to encourage people to transcend the traumatic 

past through self-reconciliation.1 

Keywords: Makoto Shinkai, Japanese cinema, animation films, film narrative, trauma, reconciliation, 

everyday life. 

 

Rezumat: Filmul de animație Suzume no Tojimari (2022) este cea mai recentă lucrare a lui Makoto 

Shinkai, unul dintre cei mai remarcabili regizori japonezi de filme de animație, care a atras o 

popularitate considerabilă la nivel mondial prin lucrarea Your Name (2016). Shinkai Makoto prezintă 

scene realiste descrise în mod frumos, prin care este accentuată starea interioară a personajului și 

folosește adesea monologuri și finaluri deschise în conturarea intrigii. Asemănându-se cu modelele din 

Your Name (2016) și Weathering with You (2019), Suzume no Tojimari (2022) acordă, de asemenea, 

importanță celor doi protagoniști care împărtășesc un secret și poartă o misiune vitală în cadrul unei 

narațiuni grandioase despre catastrofă și destinul colectiv. Cadrul din Suzume no Tojimari aplică ca 

fundal cutremurul din Tōhoku din 2011, la care se adaugă elemente de folclor japonez. Protagonista 

feminină, Suzume, și protagonistul masculin, Sota, care a fost blestemat într-un scaun cu trei picioare, 

pornesc într-o serie de aventuri rutiere pentru a “închide ușile catastrofei”. Prin această călătorie plină 

de aventuri, Suzume, în calitate de supraviețuitoare care și-a pierdut mama iubită în cutremurul din 

Tōhoku din 2011, se vindecă de trauma care a ținut-o mult timp pe loc, iar această desfășurare indică 

încercarea lui Shinkai Makoto de a valorifica acest film ca pe o narațiune care reia experiența japoneză 

a dezastrului prin crearea unei reconstrucții fantastice. Concentrându-se pe reprezentarea în film a 

cutremurului din Tōhoku din 2011 și pe evoluția protagoniștilor, luând ca referință teoria oglinzii a 

cinematografiei combinată cu teoriile critice ale practicilor de viață cotidiană ale lui Michel de Certeau, 

acest eseu va analiza modul în care Makoto Shinkai folosește Suzume no Tojimari ca narațiune reflexivă 

                                                 
1I would like to extend my heartfelt appreciation to my supervisor, Dr. Maria Grajdian, for her inspiring idea that 

paved the way for the emergence and development of this paper as well as for her support and feedback throughout 

the writing process. 
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care remodelează amintirile oamenilor care au trăit catastrofa și cum intenționează să o folosească 

pentru a-i încuraja pe oameni să transceadă trecutul traumatic prin autoreconciliere.  

Cuvinte-cheie: Makoto Shinkai, cinematografie japoneză, filme de animație, narațiune cinematografică, 

traumă, reconciliere, viața de zi cu zi. 

 

 

Introduction  

 

Earthquakes have changed the way of life 

and technology of Japanese society, such as 

special earthquake-resistant housing structures 

and emergency response mechanisms; at the 

same time, earthquakes have been reflected in 

the creative expressions in the cultural field, 

such as Houjouki, which was written as early as 

the Kamakura period (1185-1333) and is known 

as one of the “Three Great Essays of Classical 

Japan”, and the science fiction disaster film 

Japan Sinks (2006) directed by Shinji Higuchi 

after the turn of the millennium. While reflecting 

the catastrophic and traumatic nature of 

earthquakes, these works also showcase human 

creativity and resilience. Makoto Shinkai's new 

film Suzume no Tojimari (2022) uses the 2011 

Tōhoku earthquake as a backdrop and adds 

elements of Japanese folklore to re-imagine the 

historic disaster through the story of Suzume's 

road trip as the heroine. The title literally means 

Suzume's locking the doors, referring to the 

heroine Suzume's efforts to stop the earthquake 

by closing a door of disaster. The 9.0 Richter 

scale earthquake that struck north-eastern 

Honshu, Japan, on March 11, 2011, was one of 

the worst earthquakes ever recorded in Japan 

and the fourth largest in global history. It left 

approximately 23,000 people dead or missing 

and hundreds of thousands homeless. Suzume no 

Tojimari (2022) was released 11 years after the 

2011 Tōhoku earthquake, with a sense of 

condolence and remembrance.   

Makoto Shinkai, born in Nagano Prefecture 

in 1973, has established himself as one of 

Japan's most remarkable animation directors. 

Makoto Shinkai made his directorial debut in 

2002 with The Voices of a Distant Star (Hoshi 

no Koe) after creating his first four-minute 

animated short film, She and Her Cat, in 1999. 

Throughout his career, he has remained focused 

on the intricacies of detail and scenery, bringing 

a unique visual style to his films. Shinkai is 

widely regarded as a visionary for his ability to 

create stories that are both emotionally resonant 

and artistically stunning. His animation films are 

nuanced examinations of love, heartbreak, and 

human connection that immerse the audience in 

the lives of his characters via exquisite artistry 

and empathic storytelling. Due to his meticulous 

attention to detail and vast creativity, Shinkai's 

works push the frontiers of animation and 

inspire a new generation of fans worldwide. In 

his newest work, the character of Suzuki 

embodies his imagination of the survivors of the 

2011 Tohoku earthquake in Japan. It carries with 

him his belief in the power of reimagining 

beyond trauma. Makoto Shinkai has concocted a 

story of healing and growth through a journey of 

adventure and reconciliation. He skilfully 

weaves together the film's multiple narrative 

threads and various elements to create a 

dramatic story of resilience and transformation. 

Suzume no Tojimari (2022) has been released in 

theatres for commercial purposes, and Makoto 

Shinkai does not shy away from the consumer 

attributes of its entertainment. In an interview, 

he tells his position on the film with an analogy 

of a roller coaster ride to an amusement park:  

 
“Beginning with our ordinary, everyday 

existence, we venture toward the farthest 

limits of human experience - death itself - and 

then return to our familiar routines. This 

journey allows us to reaffirm the certainty of 

our everyday lives. It is similar to the sense of 

relief that comes over us as we step off the 

roller coaster and get our feet back on solid 

ground. By facing death in an entertaining 

way, we are reminded of the joy of being 

alive” (Shinkai, 2022).  

 

Through his films, Makoto Shinkai hopes to 

offer viewers a way to engage with heavy topics 

in a relaxing way, ultimately returning to the 

cherishing and joy of everyday life. Taking the 

mirror theory of cinema combined with the 

critical theories of daily life practices by Michel 

de Certeau (Certeau, 1984, pp. 47-57), this paper 

explores how Makoto Shinkai reimagines the 

catastrophic past and reshapes people's 

understanding of it by using Suzume no Tojimari 

as a reflexive narrative of reality. And how, 

through such a narrative, Makoto Shinkai 

achieves his ultimate goal: the enchantment of 

everyday life.  

In the first part, the paper explores the visual 

aspects of Suzume no Tojimari in the context of 
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Makoto Shinkai's directorial style and 

characteristics, analysing how these elements 

make the film a reflection; in the second part, 

the paper discusses how Makoto Shinkai 

reimagines the catastrophic past through 

mythological elements and Suzume's journey; in 

the third part, the paper analyses the significance 

of this reflective narrative provided by Makoto 

Shinkai on an everyday level through a holistic 

understanding of the story. This paper argues 

that Makoto Shinkai uses Suzume's story as a 

reflective narrative that resonates with people to 

encourage them to reinterpret and move beyond 

their traumatic past through risk-taking and self-

reconciliation. Makoto Shinkai uses this 

reflective narrative to give glamour to the 

ordinary and argues that this empowerment of 

the everyday can be achieved through day to day 

practice. 
 

1. Makoto Shinkai and Suzume no 

Tojimari as A Reflective Narrative 

 

1.1. Makoto Shinkai's Styles and His 

Commercial Transformation 

 

The characteristics of Makoto Shinkai's work 

can be identified in two ways: visual style and 

story context. In terms of visual style, realistic 

and magical landscapes are the defining 

characteristics of his films. Makoto Shinkai's 

visual style blends realism and surrealism, 

bringing together elements of nature and fantasy 

to create a dreamlike, ethereal feeling. This 

dreamy atmosphere comes from his unique 

colouring style. Scenes are depicted based on 

real-world references, especially natural 

landscapes, but the manipulation of lighting 

further enhances the dreamy feeling. Scenes and 

objects are rendered in a photo-realistic manner, 

but the stark colours create a contrast of light 

and darkness, often accompanied by the use of 

light spots. This expressive technique creates 

scenes that are both realistic and surreal, with a 

vivid and engaging sense of narrative. For 

example, in his 2007 film Five Centimeters Per 

Second, the coast where the heroine Kanae 

practices surfing is the real-life Nakayama Coast 

in Kagoshima Prefecture. In Your Name (2016), 

the spot where Taki and Mitsuha finally meet is 

a flight of steps next to Suga Shrine in Tokyo. In 

Weathering With You (2019), the location where 

Hina prays for the Hanabi convention is the top 

of the Roppongi Observatory, a famous building 

in Tokyo.  

One of the most striking aspects of the story 

setting is Makoto Shinkai's tendency to establish 

distance or separation between individuals to 

reveal a fate-like connection between them. This 

separation can be either physical or symbolic, 

between heart and mind, or even between life 

and death. This style is already evident in his 

first work, She and Her Cat (1999), in which the 

heroine and her feline companion are different 

species, unable to understand each other despite 

their connection. This theme persisted 

throughout Shinkai's work, even after he moved 

on to more commercial projects. In Your Name 

(2016), Taki and Kouha are separated by the 

twin barriers of space and time, preventing them 

from easily meeting. In Weathering With You 

(2019), Hodaka and Hina fall in love but face an 

unbridgeable distance when Hina's fate as a 

sacrifice takes her up to the sky. These examples 

illustrate the film's study of the concept of the 

insurmountable emotional and physical gap 

between the protagonists. Although Makoto 

Shinkai's work features distance, it does not 

sever the connection between the characters but 

rather stimulates their desire for a deeper 

connection. 

Makoto Shinkai's approach to storytelling has 

been a subject of debate, often criticized for lack 

of storytelling in plot development, especially in 

his early works. In order to effectively 

communicate drama and storytelling, German 

playwright Gustav Freytag proposed a classic 

paradigm of story structure that could be 

expressed in the form of a pyramid. To engage 

the audience with tension, the playwright needs 

five basic parts: the exposition, the rising action, 

the climax, the falling action, and the resolution 

(Freytag, 1900, pp. 104-114). According to 

Freytag's pyramid paradigm, Makoto Shinkai's 

early works often lacked a climax and used 

open-ended endings that were perceived as 

lacking a narrative arc. However, for some 

audiences who prefer the atmosphere and artistic 

ambiance over plot-driven drama, Makoto 

Shinkai's early style possesses a unique aesthetic 

beauty and appeal. Beginning with the 2016 film 

Your Name, Makoto Shinkai's narrative style 

underwent a marked shift, focusing more on the 

dramatic tension of the story and attempting to 

portray a work that better meets audience 

expectations. The high global popularity of Your 

Name (2016) represents the success of Shinkai's 

commercial transformation. In addition, since 

the fall of the comet in Your Name (2016), 

depictions of disasters have been incorporated 
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into Shinkai's subsequent works, including the 

flooding of Tokyo in Weathering with You 

(2019) and the earthquake in his latest work, 

Suzume no Tojimari (2022). 
 

1.2 Aesthetics of Suzume no Tojimari and Its 

Reflective Function 

 

Although all three of Makoto Shinkai's latest 

works deal with representations of disaster and 

feature two protagonists who share a secret in 

the midst of catastrophic events and their grand 

narratives, Suzume no Tojimari (2022) differs 

from its predecessors in one important respect. 

Unlike the earlier films, in which the disaster 

was part of a fantasy story created by Makoto 

Shinkai's imagination, Suzume no Tojimari 

depicts a real historical event: the 2011 Tōhoku 

earthquake. Makoto Shinkai reimagines this 

disaster in history. He said in an interview: 

 
“When it comes to disasters, my goal for this 

film was to create a post-apocalyptic 

environment. The world depicted is not one in 

which people constantly fear an impending 

disaster, but one in which disaster is an 

inevitable part of their daily existence” 

(Shinkai, 2022).   

 

In this excerpt, Makoto Shinkai presents the 

philosophical underpinnings that guide his 

world-building in the film. His creative vision 

employs elements of mythology and imagination 

to envision a universe that, despite being 

fictitious, resonates with the reality. The visual 

aesthetic of "Suzume no Tojimari" masterfully 

weaves together strands of realism and 

surrealism. A seamless integration of nature and 

fantasy imparts a surreal, dream-like quality to 

the film, invoking a sense of otherworldliness. 

Lacanian psychoanalytic theory offers an 

illuminating lens, through which the film's 

deeper layers can be explored. Lacan's "mirror 

stage" theory (Lacan, 2006, pp. 75-78) proposes 

that an infant develops self-recognition between 

6 and 18 months by identifying with their own 

reflection, which is perceived as a complete and 

independent self. In the frame of this postulate, 

Lacanian theorists have proposed the screen 

analogy (Metz, 1982, pp. 43-52) in which the 

film screen is viewed as a reflective mirror that 

reshapes the viewer's self-perception. Within 

this framework, the film screen transforms into a 

reflective mirror, exhibiting characters and 

engaging the audience through shared 

experiences and empathetic appeal. 

The beauty of scenes in Suzume no Tojimari is 

equally reflected in the detailed portrayal of 

capitalist material life. In Makoto Shinkai's 

realistic cinematography, decorative depictions 

of commodities and trademarks are everywhere. 

In scenes with city streets, Makoto Shinkai 

reproduces various neon lights and billboards in 

this work, enriching the colours of the images 

and quickly immersing the audience in a 

Japanese urban environment full of commercial 

sophistication. In addition, the film often 

features real-life products as props. For example, 

when Suzume arrives in Tokyo, the bottled 

water she drinks at the subway station is a 

product of the brand “From AQUA”. The 

detailed depiction of the logo in Makoto 

Shinkai's work and the overall visual blend of 

rich details are not out of place. Although there 

are hints of advertising, this treatment of the 

product as an aesthetic detail within the larger 

picture creates an inviting, prosperous space that 

people desire to be a part of. Furthermore, such 

products, which exist both in real life and in the 

world of the film, give a mirroring experience 

that reinforces the sense of connection with the 

characters in the story, making it feel more 

everyday-like and convincing. 

 

2. Suzume no Tojimari: Reimagining and 

Reshaping the Catastrophic Past   

     

In Suzume no Tojimari, Makoto Shinkai 

reimagines and reshapes the catastrophic 

historical event of the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake 

and tries to encourage transcending the trauma 

of the past through this work. To achieve this, he 

adopts the following strategies. First, he 

incorporates elements of traditional Japanese 

mythology into his reimagining of history to 

recreate collective memory in terms of culture 

and identity. Second, he portrays Suzume, a 

survivor of the earthquake, on a road trip with 

the theme of adventure and reconciliation, 

allowing the audience to empathize and 

participate in her growth and experience the 

preciousness of everyday life together. 
 

2.1. Reimagination of History Through 

Mythology   

 

As a film with a reflective narrative, Suzume 

no Tojmari (2022) recreates history through 

fantasy. Makoto Shinkai incorporates elements 

of Japanese mythology into the worldview of the 

film. His style of painting combines the natural 
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and the unnatural, the real and the unreal in a 

complementary way, allowing the supernatural 

element of mythology to blend with the 

everydayness of the characters. First of all, the 

doors Suzume closes are associated with 

mythology. These doors have a specific name: 

ushirodo, which connects reality to the tokoyo, 

the eternal, unchanging world after death 

mentioned in Japanese and Shinto mythologies 

(Kan, 2015, pp. 243; Kawamura, 2008, pp. 30). 

In each case, the time and place of the gate's 

appearance cannot be predicted exactly, but it 

still has a certain pattern. That is, the place 

where they appear must be a ruin forgotten by 

modern people. When locking the door, one 

needs to chant a prayer while imagining the 

ruins buzzing with human activities before they 

become ruins. Only by doing so can the task of 

locking the door is successfully completed. This 

setting emphasizes the need to reimagine history 

and suggests that remembering history is 

constructive for the present and the future. 

In addition, Makoto Shinkai uses mythology, 

a time-honoured fantasy narrative, to put a 

sensual wrapper on the reality of earthquakes as 

a natural phenomenon. In the film, earthquakes 

are caused by a mysterious entity called mimizu. 

These entities have the appearance of red-black, 

elongated smoke that looks like giant 

earthworms. They come from the world behind 

the doors. Mimizu do not have conscious 

thought or emotion but invade the human world 

through open doors, causing catastrophic 

earthquakes that kill countless people and tear 

apart everyday life. Mimizu represent the giant 

forces hovering beneath the Japanese 

archipelago, and their setting references the 

namazu of ancient Japanese mythology, as 

depicted in 16th-century images of ōtsu. 

According to the myth, namazu is a giant 

underground catfish that causes earthquakes. 

One piece of evidence to support this is that the 

final method of calming the mimizu is the same 

method used in the namazu myth: requiring the 

use of a keystone (kaname-ishi), which are 

sacred stones usually buried underground, to 

calm earthquakes. The relentless and destructive 

power of the mimizu represents the terror and 

anguish linked with natural calamities such as 

earthquakes due to their ruthless and destructive 

force. But at the same time, the way to quell the 

mimizu is also very Japanese mythological: the 

male protagonist Souta and his family are 

Tojishi who have been responsible for 

suppressing the Mimizu and alleviating the 

disaster in the land, using their unique spells and 

keys, for generations. Mimizu is invisible to 

ordinary people, except for Souta, who has been 

responsible for “locking the door”, and Suzume, 

who unintentionally entered the world behind 

the door when she was still a child. Given the 

setting that the world behind the door is the 

eternal afterlife, it can be inferred that Suzume 

was likely in a state of fear and faced with the 

possibility of death when she opened the door 

after the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake. By avoiding 

a realistic portrayal of the earthquake and 

instead using mythological elements to reshape 

the emotional and symbolic processing of the 

tragedy, Makoto Shinkai has created a story with 

fantasy elements that allow the audience to 

reflect on the cultural significance of the 

earthquake and its impact on contemporary 

society.  

Reimagining history through mythology 

offers a valuable and unique way to understand 

the past. It allows one to explore the cultural 

significance of the earthquake in history and 

offers new insights into its impact on 

contemporary society. Through this strategy, 

Makoto Shinkai combines Japan's historic 

disaster,  the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake, with 

traditional Japanese mythology on a cultural 

level, allowing for a stronger sense of 

subjectivity for the Japanese audience group that 

shares a common experience and cultural 

identity, refreshing their collective memory in a 

positive way. 

  
2.2. Transcending Trauma Through Adventure 

and Reconciliation  

 

After losing her mother in the 2011 Tōhoku 

earthquake, Suzume leads a quiet daily life 

under Tamaki's care, but she has not recovered 

from her past trauma. Her lack of childhood 

memories and refusal to communicate with her 

aunt suggests that she has PTSD and has not had 

the opportunity to heal. Suzume's crush on Souta 

prompts her to skip school and visit the ruins to 

see him. To help Souta, who has been turned 

into a chair, transform back into a human, 

Suzume embarks on a road trip across Japan 

from Kyushu with the chair in her arms. As she 

moves geographically, Suzume deviates further 

from her daily routine. Although Suzume has a 

daily routine as a teenager between school and 

home, she leaves home alone for an extended 

period of time without explaining the situation 
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to her guardians, exhibiting unusual and 

rebellious behaviour. Auntie Tamaki's worry and 

anxiety over her inability to contact Suzume 

exemplify this behaviour. This plot implies that 

Suzume's adventure arises from being “out of 

the everyday life”. However, through the 

adventure with the chair Souta, Suzume departs 

from the town and village of Kyushu, leaving 

behind her family, school, and other places she 

usually takes for granted. Along the way, while 

closing the door to disaster, she meets Chika, a 

young girl from Ehime Prefecture, and Rumi, 

who gives her a ride in Kobe. The challenge of 

closing the door to disaster and the kindness of 

strangers that Suzume experiences while 

breaking away from her daily life are both 

important components of her adventure, 

providing her with spiritual healing that her 

daily life cannot offer.  

According to Certeau's theory of tactic and 

strategy in The Practice of Everyday Life, 

individuals can deviate from the established path 

and challenge or even subvert these norms on a 

microscale, despite the regulations and 

constraints that govern daily life.  Individuals 

can reshape their lives and assert proprietorship 

over their existence by employing these 

methods.(Certeau, 1984, pp. 47-57). In Suzume's 

story, her detachment from daily life can be 

viewed similarly as small-scale rebellions that 

do not destroy the routine but enable the 

individual to continue it creatively. These 

actions are not essentially “evil” because they do 

not cause any real loss or harm; rather, they 

bring about a turnaround in Suzume's otherwise 

difficult daily life. Evidence of this is the 

reconciliation between Suzume and Auntie 

Tamaki, who was worried about Suzume's 

absence from home and lost her temper with 

Suzume after finding her because she refused to 

go home. The resolution of this conflict allowed 

the two, who normally had little communication, 

to lessen the gap in their hearts so that Suzume 

could continue living with Auntie Tamaki in a 

more open and happy frame of mind after the 

adventure was over. Suzume's adventure also 

provides an essential opportunity for her to 

reconcile with herself. 

Suzume's adventure starts from everyday life 

and achieves self-reconciliation along the way, 

thus resolving the trauma of her disastrous past 

and becoming courageous enough to face the 

future, and finally returning to her everyday life 

with this courage. The film's first recollection is 

that a woman comforted Suzume and handed her 

a chair while she was grieving for her mother 

after the earthquake. Later, in order to save 

Souta, Suzume enters the world behind the door 

once again and meets her childhood self behind 

the door. When she saw her childhood self-

looking for her mother in sadness and despair, 

Suzume suddenly realized that the woman who 

comforted her as a child was not her mother but 

her future self. So Suzume gave the chair to little 

Suzume and told her that “the future is not 

terrifying”. This experience changed her view of 

the past, and she learned that her past self was 

saved by her future self, and that even if she lost 

her beloved mother, she could still have a 

vibrant future. By changing her understanding of 

past experiences, Suzume achieves self-

reconciliation, thus overcoming the domination 

of her traumatic past and gaining the vitality to 

return to her everyday life. 

 

3. The Enchantment of Everyday life 

 

Makoto Shinkai describes everyday life as a 

place to return to after the adventure and 

reconciliation. For Makoto Shinkai, everyday 

life has an important purpose and deserves to be 

valued and protected. At the same time, he does 

not deny that everyday life can also be full of 

dullness and danger and that people may 

become numb and hopeless to everyday life 

because they are haunted by traumas from their 

past. In response to this condition, Makoto 

Shinkai wants to convey to the audience through 

Suzume's story a philosophy of the enchantment 

of everyday life, a philosophy of existentialism, 

in which people can actively give meaning to 

their day-to-day life by changing the way they 

interpret their own experiences and the things 

around them. In order to realize this point of 

view, Makoto Shinkai adopts two kinds of 

approaches in Suzume's story: first, to allow the 

protagonist to temporarily detach himself from 

the routine and reaffirm the value of everyday 

life through a small rebellion against it; second, 

to give a human and poetic meaning to 

inanimate objects, as shown by Suzume's small 

chair, which turns into a kitten's keystone, and 

the film's description of consumerism. This is 

reflected by Suzume's small chair, the keystone 

that turns into a kitten, and the aesthetic 

depiction of the details of consumer life in the 

film. 

The humanization of inanimate objects is 

Makoto Shinkai's strategy to give charm to the 

mundane. Suzume's chair can be interpreted as a 
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metaphor for the emotional value and charm that 

objects do not have because of human 

imagination and love for them. Suzume's chair 

was a hand-made gift from her mother when she 

was a child and became a three-legged chair 

when it lost a leg in the subsequent earthquake. 

In Suzume's reminiscence of her mother's gift of 

the chair, the audience learns that when her 

mother first made the chair, there were no 

embellishments on the back of the chair. 

However, the young Suzume imagined the chair 

as a living child and saw the back of the chair as 

the face of the child, and asked her mother to dig 

two small oval depressions in the back of the 

chair so that the chair would have a “face” 

because of the oval “eyes” and became 

anthropomorphic. The anthropomorphism of this 

chair is further deepened by Souta. When 

Souta's soul was sealed into the chair, it became 

Souta in the form of a chair and adventured 

together with Suzume. The chair itself is 

inanimate and even old and damaged, but it 

records Suzume's three important bonds and has 

irreplaceable significance. It has a human 

dimension because it carries Suzume's nostalgia 

for her mother, her friendship with Souta, and 

her reconciliation with herself. In addition, 

Daijin, a kitten transformed by the keystone, 

also embodies the humanization of inanimate 

objects. The keystone used to suppress the 

disaster looks like a frost-covered stone statue, 

and when Suzume touches it, the seal is lifted, 

and the stone becomes Daijin, a kitten. When 

Suzume is angry with him, he becomes dried up 

and unable to speak, and it is not until he regains 

a friendly relationship with Suzume that he 

becomes bright and full again. The ability to 

speak is a sign of humanity. When Daijin feels 

Suzume's love, it becomes shiny, a detail that 

reflects Makoto's affirmation of the power of 

human thoughts and emotion. He suggests that 

humanizing inanimate objects can add interest 

and emotional comfort to daily life. By doing so, 

he affirms the rich possibilities between humans 

and objects, and encourages people to find value 

in the ordinary. 
 

4. Limitations Or Deconstruction? 

 

In Suzume no Tojimari (2022), a work that 

reimagines and reconstructs disastrous historical 

events, Makoto Shinkai first employs his 

distinctive painting method to create a mirror 

universe. This universe has both realistic aspects 

and amazing colours, and legendary themes to 

set it off from reality. This artistic style gives the 

viewer a feeling of immersion, allowing them to 

experience the film's mirror world. On a 

narrative level, Makoto Shinkai depicts the 

character of Suzume, a survivor of the 2011 

Tōhoku earthquake, and follows her experiences 

as she departs from and returns to everyday life. 

During this journey, she achieves self-

reconciliation by altering her narrative of her 

recollection of the past in a positive way. This 

self-reconciliation enables her to overcome the 

trauma of her past and return to her everyday 

life with hopes for the future. This plot's 

revealed Makoto Shinkai's commitment to the 

significance of everyday life, as well as his view 

that one may bring enthusiasm to the mundane 

and traumatic life by engaging in small-scale 

rebellion and subjectively affixing emotional 

meaning to things. Pertinently, structuralist 

criticism depicts ordinary life as ideological and 

ideological state apparatuses (Althusser, 1971, 

pp. 79-84), permeated with disciplines that 

transform the person into an instrument for 

reproduction. In this context, the work of 

Makoto Shinkai is particularly thought-

provoking. In the film, the “Japanesization” of 

natural calamities puts doubt on its universality. 

Suzume no Tojimari provides a unique 

viewpoint on the 2011 Tōhoku earthquake and 

its aftermath, but it restricts the possibilities for 

a more inclusive narrative and implies that 

Makoto Shinkai may have a nation-state stance. 

Likewise, Makoto Shinkai's commercial 

cinematic approach, particularly his aesthetic 

depiction of commodities, may generate a 

commodity fetishism ambiance. Nevertheless, 

from another perspective, they do not constitute 

all limitations.  

This article makes two related observations. 

Firstly, non-Japanese viewers may nevertheless 

get aesthetic pleasure from Makoto Shinkai's 

Japanese worldview from a cultural tourism 

standpoint, even if they lack the same feeling of 

cultural belonging as Japanese viewers. 

However, regardless of the film's ethnic or 

national perspective, Makoto's philosophy of 

self-reconciliation and the enchantment of 

everyday life, as well as the relationships 

between people and things depicted in the film, 

have a universal appeal. Further, given the 

worldwide prevalence of Christian Revelation 

and cyberpunk elements, Makoto Shinkai's 

endeavor to employ Japanese mythology to form 

the worldview might expand the possibility of 

apocalyptic settings in contemporary popular 
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culture. Regardless of Makoto Shinkai's personal 

standpoint, Suzume no Tojimari deconstructs the 

universal values/national-national duality from 

this standpoint. The aesthetic portrayal of 

commodities in Makoto Shinkai's works is an 

interpretation of the complex character of 

aesthetic existence, which is a kind of everyday 

aesthetics (Saito, 2001). In cultural discourse, 

the term “aesthetics” is often used in relation to 

the beauty of art and nature. It is common for 

people to unconsciously view natural 

environments as utopian and metropolitan as 

dystopian when the world is in turmoil, and the 

depletion of resources prompts people to 

envision the end of the world. Modern Asian 

cities such as Tokyo and Hong Kong, which are 

filled with neon lights and advertising, are 

unaesthetic. Yet, both commodities and 

consumption are the manifestations of human 

society's creativity and drive. Despite the 

existence of commodity fetishism, full 

pessimism and rejection of consumer culture are 

not appropriate responses. From this vantage 

point, Makoto Shinkai's aesthetic of 

commodities and depiction of consumer culture 

is a deconstruction of the conventional 

apocalyptic scenario of urban disintegration. 

Through his brushstrokes, he imbues nature and 

commodities with equally significant aesthetics 

in a vision where catastrophe and the mundane 

coexist, which is founded on respect for nature 

while affirming human society. This paper 

postulates that the national and consumerist 

aspects of Makoto Shinkai's work may be 

interpreted from a number of angles and that 

they cannot be described by simple labels such 

as “advantages” or “pitfalls” but are worthy of 

on-going reflection. 
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Abstract: The study presents how Romanian society, in general, and the elites, in particular, related to 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s life and activity. The first part of the article is an attempt to establish a frame through 

Pierre Nora’s perspective, referring to the existence and symbolism of places of memory. Then we 

analyse the personality of Gheorghe Lazăr, taking into account the existing historiography. Most of the 

study is focused on commemorating the personality of a teacher who revived modern Romanian 

education in a post-Phanariot era that retained the same features. We considered the role 

commemoration has played in the artistic representations of Gheorghe Lazăr and the involvement of 

others who were part of these commemorative activities.  

Keywords: teacher, Orthodox Church, theology, school, bishop. 

 

Rezumat: Studiul de față dorește să prezinte pe baza unor coordonate generale modalitățile prin care 

societatea și elita românească s-au raportat la viața și activitatea lui Gheorghe Lazăr. În prima parte a 

studiului, s-a încercat elaborarea unei perspective din punctul de vedere al istoricului Pierre Nora, prin 

trimiterea la existența și simbolismul locurilor memoriei. Mai departe, personalitatea dascălului 

Gheorghe Lazăr a fost analizată prin intermediul istoriografiei cu privire la subiect. Cea mai mare parte 

a studiului s-a concentrat însă pe comemorarea personalității celui care a reactivat învățământul modern 

românesc într-un principat valah, abia scăpat de regimul fanariot dar nu și de urmările lui. 

Comemorarea în sine a fost importantă nu numai pentru reprezentările plastice ale lui Gheorghe Lazăr 

dar în același timp am considerat la fel de important și felul în care cei implicați au considerat definitorie 

importanța eroului lor sau a lor în sărbătorirea acestuia. 

Cuvinte-cheie: învățător, Biserica Ortodoxă, teologie, școală, ierarh. 

 

 

1. Introduction: on the culture of memory 

 

In the last decades of the 20th century, Pierre 

Nora proposed to address the understanding of 

history with the help of places of memory. 

According to this perspective, we refer to 

objects, monuments, museums, documents, or 

imagery of a society to understand the historical 

facts. The modern era can be reconstituted with 

the help of monuments, with their ambivalence 

regarding human suffering and the evoked 

personality. Chronology can occupy a short 

period but the significance of the event may be 

part of a long process of constructing the modern 

nation. Unlike the 20th century which created 

the impression that the past and present were 

overlapping, Romanticism of the 19th century 

pleaded for the past as the model of an identity 

feeling despite the danger of making the past our 

own (Löventhal, 2003, 279, 371; Ricoeur, 2001). 

Memory and history have become 

intertwined notions as each disputes its influence 

on a given community. The human factor can 

use history as a witness, while places of memory 

play an important role in this process (Nora, 

1996-1998). Places of memory are numerous 

and emblematic, as they have been interpreted 

differently and have generated uncertain 

meanings and conflicting situations. Therefore, 

Andrei Pippidi considered that this type of 

analysis should be integrated in contemporary 

historiography. The relationship between the 

places of memory and festive culture was much 

more visible in Romanian history so that it 

configured some “psychological maps of the 

past” (Pippidi, 2003; Turcan, 2003). 

Mihaela Grancea approached the topic 

painstakingly, especially focusing on December 

1989 or the history of Communist Romania. Her 

studies proved the strong connection between 

the places of memory and the festive culture of a 

nation as the main tendency of any state in 

search of legitimizing its power through 

monuments. Any historical rupture has 

inevitable consequences for the society that 

either defends or annuls a set of values 
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previously concealed. (Grancea, 2007; Grancea, 

2012; Grancea, 2012, 40-51; Grancea, 

Grădinaru, 2015, 974-984; Grancea, Grădinaru, 

2022, 281-298) 

The present study aims at presenting the 

commemorative practices with regard to a “great 

national teacher”, Gheorghe Lazăr (1779-1823), 

200 years after his death. His definitive 

contribution to impose education in Romanian in 

Bucharest, his short but fruitful activity at the 

Saint Sava School and his sad demise in 1823, in 

Avrig, provided all the necessary aspects to 

building a romantic cult of a hero. Among the 

places of memory dedicated to him, we mention 

the monument in front of the University of 

Bucharest, erected in 1886 on the place of his 

first courses that had remained the most famous.  

In our opinion, the history of his 

commemoration allowed the elite to offer a 

creative cult of a grand personality despite being 

under the threat of political confiscation. His 

personality entered the national pantheon despite 

being disputed by the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

while he was its citizen, inspite of his Romanian 

ethnicity (Amos, 2000, 144-145). 

This cult dedicated to Gheorghe Lazăr was 

initiated in the Enlightenment period and 

developed by the Romantics and Positivists of 

the 19th century. They described the Romanian 

teacher as a providential figure, a genius who 

played a role in the progress of Romanian 

society. Many qualities can be attributed to him, 

even though he was not a military or political 

hero. However, he proved that fighting for the 

national culture can be equally important.  

His victory was defining for the evolution of 

the Romanian nation. In Bucharest, his statue 

joined the line of other national heroes: Michael 

the Brave (1874) and Heliade Rădulescu (1880), 

forming a sui-generis pantheon in front of the 

University of Bucharest. Lazăr's inauguration in 

1886 required much attention, being a political 

act. King Carol I was not present, but 

enthusiastic students from the capital were 

aplenty. The political discourses avoided any 

reference to Austro-Hungary to avoid a 

diplomatic scandal, following the same pattern 

as the inauguration of Stephen the Great’s statue 

in Iasi, in 1883 (Chiper, 2006, 59; Brătescu, 

2006, 119). 

Other monuments contributed to the 

symbolical map of civic forums in Romanian 

towns and cities, suggesting a consolidation of a 

unified national cultural corpus after the 

Unification of 1859. Monuments and the linked 

ceremonies tackle the issue of memory and 

oblivion, attraction and rejection influenced by 

the reaction of different generations towards 

history and official policies (Iftimi, 2003, 180, 

Cântec, 2003, 29). 

Once the statue is erected, society faces two 

options: either distance from the hero or confirm 

its place within the community. As Pierre Nora 

mentioned, the middle path is a fair one: “The 

monument ends an era but it is a remembrance 

for every generation” (Mihalache, 2014, 33). 

Nowadays, places of memory are different 

than in the primary sense of the term. Thus, we 

may discuss our hero's tomb in a churchyard, his 

memorial house, or his place of death in Avrig. 

His statues in Sibiu appreciate his role in several 

generations of clerics and as a representative of 

the Romanian community in a reluctant city to 

this ethnicity.  

Another category of places of memory is 

represented by the pictures included in the 

museum of the University of Bucharest and 

national high schools Saint Sava and Gheorghe 

Lazăr. Later, in the Interwar period, his 

depiction was integrated into the Great Mural of 

the Romanian Atheneum in Bucharest and in the 

frescos of the Academic College and Aula 

Magna of the University of Cluj-Napoca. 

 

2. Historiography  

 

Gheorghe Lazăr was a visionary who was 

hoping for the success of his initiatives, bringing 

him close to Tudor Vladimirescu’s actions, in 

his desire to liberate his people. Lazăr’s 

contemporaries acknowledged the importance of 

his endeavours after his untimely death, as he 

was already considered an apostle of national 

revival. Thus, Alexandru Piru refers to the first 

descriptions of the great Romanian teacher, 

offered by his renowned students, as 

hagiographies (Piru, 1965, 257). 

Ion-Heliade Rădulescu, Petrache Poenaru, 

and Christian Tell are famous since they 

depicted their teacher despite perpetuating some 

legends. Among those is the alleged help 

received by Lazăr from Baron Samuel von 

Brukenthal. Ion-Heliade Rădulescu published his 

memories in Curierul românesc, the newspaper 

where he worked as an editor. Rădulescu 

mentioned something about his teacher that 

became famous: “When Gheorghe Lazăr came, 

everything was out of hand and numb” (Bogdan-

Duică, 1924, 192, 256). Ion Ghica appreciated 

the moment in the same manner when writing to 
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Vasile Alecsandri: “The Romanian school 

gained momentum due to Lazăr, during Ghica's 

reign” (Ghica, 2004, 184). 

Petrache Poenaru evoked his teacher at the 

Romanian Academy in his speech entitled 

“Gheorghe Lazăr and the Romanian school”, 

published in 1871. Mihai Eminescu’s teacher, 

Aron Pumnul, included Gheorghe Lazăr in tom 

IV of Lepturariul românesc, published in Vienna 

(Bogdan-Duică, 1924, 256;Rad, 2002, 166).  

Additionally, Alexandru Papiu-Ilarian 

compared Lazăr with the ruler Negru in his 

discourse published in the Annals of the 

Romanian Academic Society: “In the same way 

Lazăr passed the mountains with a book in his 

hands to tell Romanians under the Phanariot rule 

that they were Romanians” (Bogdan-Duică, 

Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 162-176). 

The Romanian Academy and the Ministry of 

Education provided the basis for the 100 years 

commemoration since Gheorghe Lazăr’s death, 

in 1923, in Bucharest, organizing the events in 

Avrig. George Bogdan-Duică was involved, in 

writing a paper dedicated to the “great national 

teacher” (Bogdan-Duică, Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 

177-200). Later, joining his efforts with George 

Popa-Lisseanu, the two researchers published 

useful works for further researchers.  

Other papers about Lazăr were published by 

Avram Sădeanu (1914), Ioan Lupaș (1915) and 

Traian Lalescu (1919). Each of them had a 

different approach, paying attention to his 

studies in Vienna, his official correspondence 

regarding the conflict with his bishop in Sibiu, or 

focusing on the debate concerning his birth year 

(1782 or 1779). The importance of Avram 

Sădeanu's study resides in the fact that it was the 

first ample research on the topic, discovering 

documents on his studies in the imperial archives 

in Vienna.  

The most exciting debate after publishing the 

study referred to establishing Lazăr’s date of 

birth. The starting point was the Protocol of the 

deceased in the Orthodox parish of Avrig where 

at his death the birth date 5 of June 1779 was not 

unanimously accepted.  

We find his name mentioned in a diptych sent 

to the publication Cultul Eroilor by the Cultural 

Society of Vrancea in 1925. Lazăr’s image is not 

only of a scholarly apostle of Romanianism but 

also of the visionary who found help beyond the 

Carpathians, being “persecuted by foreigners 

and estranged Romanians”. He was mentioned 

alongside rulers such as Basarab, Grigore Ghica, 

the first national ruler after 1821, and other 

Romanian heroes and martyrs (Cultul Eroilor, 4-

6, 1925, 28). 

New studies were published in the Interwar 

period and after 1923, which were supposed to 

revive Gheorghe Lazăr’s memory  (Matei, 1936, 

Vârtosu, 1927, Găvănescul, 1932, Bănescu, 

1924, Stanca, 1938). 

A serious hindrance had to be overcome after 

the establishment of the communist regime. 

Lazăr could not enter the type of history Mihail 

Roller published. Gheorghe Părnuță and George 

Macovescu published their contributions, using 

the year 1973 in the national-communist period, 

which was more permissive with topics of 

national history. The first author wrote on the 

topic of the efforts of 1847 in Paris by the 

alumni of the College Saint Sava, through the 

Association “Însocierea lazariană” that gave 

20% of their income to organize Romanian 

schools. Nicolae Bălcescu, I.C.Brătianu, Scarlat 

Vârnav and Nicolae Ionescu were members of 

this Association whose goal was to keep Lazăr's 

memory and to react to the plans of transforming 

the schools of Iasi and Bucharest in schools of 

the French language (Părnuță, 1973, 72). 

On the other hand, G. Macovescu pointed out 

the social aspects of the acceptance process of 

the national Romanian culture in the Danube 

Principalities, still Phanariot. He mentioned that 

not all boyars agreed so "Greek and Romanian 

land owners were active enemies of Lazăr’s 

school”, while his most well-known student, Ion 

Heliade-Rădulescu continued his teacher’s spirit 

“serving his people with all his might” 

(Macovescu, 1973, 129). 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s full recognition of his 

pedagogical work took place in 1979 by 

UNESCO commemoration. Moreover, an 

impressive bibliography was set up within the 

Central Library of Bucharest University (Lazăr, 

1979). 

In 1982, Emilia Șt. Milicescu published a 

complete work dedicated to Lazăr. She used her 

research from the archives of Bucharest, Sibiu, 

Budapest, Vienna and Karlowitz, as well as a 

summary of his life and activity. She shared 

Onisifor Ghibu’s view on disapproving Lazăr’s 

birth date in 1779. On the other hand, she 

mentioned the loss of the document in the 

Karlowitz archive where his complete name - 

Eustratie Gheorghe Lazăr - and other details 

were mentioned, which leaves the issue 

unsolved. The topic was also analysed by Ștefan 

Lupșa who pleaded for 1782 as the birth year 
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(Milicescu, 1982; Ghibu, 1974, 5, 41-42; Lupșa, 

1962, 1-2, 57-70).  

Undoubtedly, when dealing with Gheorghe 

Lazăr’s personality, we refer to him as an 

Aufklarer, as Dumitru Popovici stated. He was a 

person from the Enlightenment Era and 

continued with the enthusiasm of a romantic 

hero, fully believing in his cultural mission of 

awakening his people. He accomplished his truly 

divine mission solidly (Popovici, 1945, 23, 320). 

There were some debates on Lazăr’s 

contribution to Romanian education, among 

which his careful attention to textbooks and his 

knowledge of topography were discussed by 

teachers, including by the mathematician Traian 

Lalescu (who published the textbook 

Trigonometry in 1919). Gheorghe Lazăr’s ability 

to use scientific terminology in Romanian 

contradicted some Greek teachers of the 

Academia Domnească from Bucharest (Princely 

Academy of Bucharest), who argued that some 

disciplines cannot be taught in Romanian, 

philosophy and mathematics included. At the 

same event, Axente Creangă, a teacher of 

mathematics at Gheorghe Lazăr High-School of 

Sibiu, gathered all the projects for mathematics 

textbooks in one book, published in 1968 and 

expressed his respect for Lazăr’s activity of 

elaborating textbooks. Several years later, 

Transilvania dedicated one issue to 

commemorating the great Romanian teacher in 

1973 (Bogdan-Duică, Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 158; 

Creangă, 1968; Transilvania, 9, 1973). 

Another aspect highlighted in the pages of the 

Telegraful Român was including Gheorghe 

Lazăr in the history of theological education in 

Sibiu. He was granted an important place within 

this area, in an attempt of compensating for the 

loss suffered when he left (Neaga,1981,15-18, 8; 

Radu, 1982, 21-22,3; Costea, 1973, 35-36,3; 

Călugăr, 1979, 21-24, 6; Plămădeală, 1979, 35-

36,1). 

After 1990, Gheorghe Lazăr’s 

commemoration was organically linked to Sibiu 

and Avrig due to the active involvement of 

cultural organizations from the area. We are still 

witnessing a process of “confiscating” Gheorghe 

Lazăr, which is presenting him as a worthy 

Orthodox believer, as mentioned in Antonie 

Plămădeală’s speech, the Metropolitan, 

Gheorghe Lazăr is thus included in the list of 

archdeacons of the Orthodox Church, a 

perspective shared by Constantin Necula’s 

paper, Gheorghe Lazăr, the Reviver, published 

in 2009.  

A balanced perspective on Lazăr’s dispute 

with his hierarchic superior, bishop Vasile 

Moga, belongs to Mircea Păcurariu. In his view, 

the difficulty in collaborating with the bishop 

was due to several factors: the obvious cultural 

difference, the bishop's interests concerning the 

promotion of his grandson, Ioan Moga, and 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s severity towards the 

candidates to the priesthood, a cultural and 

political vision much more liberal for the society 

of those times (Plămădeală, 1997, 9; Necula, 

2009; Păcurariu, 2002, 59).  

The conflict between Lazăr and bishop Moga 

could not be avoided in a book dedicated to the 

grand Romanian teacher. In addition, it was part 

of the history of the Transylvanian Orthodox 

Church. One study focused on this conflict, 

pointing out Lazăr’s ambitions to become a 

bishop and Lazăr’s disregard for the bishop's 

authority. Gheorghe Lazăr’s complaints were 

considered groundless concerning this dispute, 

but the situation got worse after he manifested 

his sympathy for Napoleon and the imperial 

authorities reacted on 4 July 1815 (Groza, 2017, 

25). 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s contribution to modern 

Romanian education situated him in the 

pantheon of the ten greatest personalities of 

Sibiu, a campaign of 2010-2011, supported also 

by the Association for Embellishing Sibiu. Emil 

Cioran occupied the first place, while Gheorghe 

Lazăr the fifth, considering 200 personalities 

from Sibiu.  

Maria Grancea, the librarian and custodian of 

the Avrig local ethnographic museum made 

efforts to keep the memory of Gheorghe Lazăr. 

The blog dedicated to Avrig's history had a 

series of interesting topics from the history of 

the community. Among them the post Lazăr of 

Avrig, as he is called in Patriotismul local (from 

04.12.2017), Odiseea unei școli sau trista soartă 

a unei frumoase initiative (25.02.2021), 

Gheorghe Lazăr, inginerul (05 06 2019) and 

Avrigul în vremea lui Gheorghe Lazăr, scurt 

istoric (16.01.2018). 

Local history is supported by anniversary 

activities, organized yearly by the Avrig town 

hall, the library, the cultural centre, the Orthodox 

Deanery of Avrig and the Friends of Avrig 

Association. They evolved from the Sessions of 

communication of the Gheorghe Lazăr High 

School from Avrig and the Technological 

College of Mârșa to the Academic School 

Gheorghe Lazăr initiated in 2017. The 6th edition 

took place in 2022. Moreover, in 2009, the 
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Association Friends of Avrig laid a new funerary 

plaque on Lazăr’s tomb, while in 2012 the new 

cultural-missionary centre within the Orthodox 

Deanery of Avrig was named after him.  

Gheorghe Lazăr was the first commemorated 

personality by the Academic School that became 

a national manifestation due to the collaboration 

of the Institute of Sociology within the 

Romanian Academy. He was followed by local 

personalities – diplomat Vasile Stoica, Romulus 

Cândea and Maria Spiridon. Then other 

Transylvanian personalities represented the 

focus of the scientific papers, such as Onisifor 

Ghibu and Avraam Iancu. The published books 

starting in 2017 are excellent initiatives. We 

mention the first book Gheorghe Lazăr, Founder 

of Romanian Education, edited by Maria 

Grancea, Emilian Șt. Dobrescu (Pop 2010; 

Bârsan 2021). 

 

3. Commemoration and artistic 

representations 

 

3.1. Commemoration and artistic representations 

in the 19th century 

 

Our study reveals how Gheorghe Lazăr’s 

personality was perceived by our society, 

analysing, especially the commemorative forms. 

The first part refers to the statues dedicated to 

Gheorghe Lazăr and the transformation of his 

tomb in Avrig, while the second part focuses on 

the most known paintings that ensured the great 

teacher a place in contemporary memory.  

Taking into account what he achieved in a 

short period of time, 1818-1821, in Bucharest, 

Gheorghe Lazăr became an important 

component of national awakening, supported by 

Gheorghe Asachi in Iasi and then by other 

intellectuals of the 1848 generation.  

There was a tradition at Saint Sava School 

that students were drinking to the memory of 

their teacher on Saint George's Day but it seems 

that the tradition faded after 1833 (Găvănescul, 

1932, 354). 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s tomb, situated in the 

courtyard of the church in Avrig had an epitaph 

that reminded of fugit ireparabile tempus: 

“Reader, I've been what you are, you’ll be what I 

am! Prepare thus!” (Rad, 2002, 217). His tomb 

had initially a wooden cross that was replaced 

with a stone one, or with a marble one, 

according to some sources. It is certain that in 

1855 or 1865, one of his students, Scarlat Rosetti 

reached Avrig and discovered that a part of the 

epitaph was unreadable on the poor-quality stone 

cross. He then brought a pink marble slab from 

Pest and had a more suitable epitaph carved on 

the tomb of the “great national teacher”: “As 

Christ raised Lazăr from his sleep, you raised 

Romanians from their sleep!” Moreover, Rosetti 

planted trees at the tomb and offered 

scholarships for two grandsons of the magister. 

He donated 1,000 florins to Andrei Șaguna as a 

prize for a work dedicated to the history of 

Romanians; Rosetti also made sure that Ioan 

Heliade-Rădulescu’s book Gramatica 

românească/ Romanian Grammar was published 

in Sibiu, in 1828 (Bogdan-Duică, Popa-

Lisseanu, 1924, 260-261; Găvănescul, 1932, 

295-297).  

There are no clear references to the state of 

the tomb, but it is certain that in 1888-1895 there 

were announcements in Tribuna and Telegraful 

Român of theatre performances and dances 

“organized by the youth of Sibiu area to enhance 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s tomb” (Telegraful Român, 

1895, 72, 287; Tribuna, 1888, 170, 678) This 

attention to Lazăr’s tomb may be considered the 

first form of commemoration with a private and 

religious connotation.   

The statue from the urban space was a well-

known commemorative form to contemporaries. 

Teachers or former students of Saint Sava 

School had this initiative to erect fours busts: 

Constantin Bălăceanu, Iancu Văcărescu, 

Ienăchiță Văcărescu and Gheorghe Lazăr 

(Părnuță, 1973, 114-115). Ion Heliade-

Rădulescu proposed this at Iancu Văcărescu’s 

burial. These four busts were supposed to be a 

“national pantheon”. 

During Bibescu's reign, there was a proposal 

to erect a statue in Bucharest but the Russian 

consulate did not agree, given that Prince 

Demidoff called the territory of the Romanian 

Principalities a “Bulgarian-Russian” territory. 

The Revolution of 1848 brought the initiative 

further, as among the first resolutions taken by 

the provisional government was the Decree of 15 

August 1848 to collect money to erect a statue of 

Lazăr. In Transylvania, one of the first 

Romanian artists, Ion Constade/Constande 

(1819-1880), painter, author of lithographs and 

marble sculptor was preferred by the teachers of 

Saint Sava School in 1846 when they decided to 

raise a monument, but none of the sculptures 

survived (Bogdan-Duică, 1924, 6-7; Macovescu, 

1973, 101; Dicționarul, 2011, 155). 

The first statue dedicated to Lazăr was 

inaugurated in the University Square in 
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Bucharest, in 1886, where the classes of the 

Saint Sava College were supposed to be located. 

The contest was announced and the chosen 

works were exposed at Stavropoleos Church in 

Bucharest to be assessed by a committee 

established in 1882 chaired by P. S. Aurelian. 

The criteria were the following: Lazăr should 

have been depicted at the age 34-38 years, with a 

“Romanian face coming from the other side of 

the Carpathians”, wearing the clerical suit of that 

period, according to Petrache Poenaru’s 

description in his speech at the Romanian 

Academy in 1871 (Telegraful Român, 1882, 135, 

3). 

One year later it was clear that the 

committee's preferences were leaning towards 

Ion Georgescu, who went to Avrig to study 

Lazăr’s physiognomy, as the locals claimed that 

one of his nephews looked like his uncle. Thus, 

the sculptor decided to break the tradition and 

depict the grand national teacher without a 

beard. As in the case of the statue of Lazăr’s 

favourite student, Ion Heliade Rădulescu, the 

monument was to be done in Florence, out of 

Carrara marble in two years, while the price was 

in the range of 22,000 lei. Gazeta Transilvaniei 

and Telegraful Român mentioned that Ion 

Georgescu won the contest, a fact that became a 

reason for national pride (Familia, 1883, 5, 58, 

6, 69; Telegraful Român, 1883, 135, 542; Gazeta 

Transilvaniei, 1884, 10). 

Sculptor Ion Georgescu (1856-1898) studied 

at the School of Arts in Bucharest with Professor 

Carol Storck and then in Paris. He paid attention 

to a classicist view and then was situated 

between Neoclassicism and Romanticism. He 

had mainly a classicist conception but later he 

was situated between Neoclassicism and 

Romanticism. His portraits were a balance 

between loyalty of representation and idealism. 

His most famous busts depict Alexandru 

Odobescu/1881, Mihai Pascaly/1882, Dimitrie 

Bolintineanu/1883, Vasile Alecsandri, Mihai 

Eminescu/1890 and General Cernat/1894.For art 

crtitics, the merit of this sculptor was to be  the 

“first to transmit the classicist signal”. Another 

similar contribution was attributed to sculptor 

Ștefan Ionescu-Valbudea. Ion Georgescu valued 

human anatomy and represented the human body 

accurately. His work is characterized by 

monumentality, especially in the statues of 

Gheorghe Lazăr (1886) and Gheorghe Asachi 

(1887) in Iași. Both these works combine 

balance and mobility of attitude and gesture, 

loyalty to the model and force of generalization 

with significant details, simplicity and grandeur 

of the idea (Florea, 1982, 225-226; Șușară, 2-11, 

28, 17). 

The statue dedicated to Lazăr was 

inaugurated in March 1886 when most of the 

Romanian press underlined the event’s 

shortcomings. One of them was avoiding 

mentioning Lazăr’s birthplace not to offend 

Austro-Hungary. Another one was the fact that 

the Metropolitan did not sanctify the statue, as 

the Orthodox Church “cannot consecrate carved 

images”. Moreover, concerning the model for 

the statue, it was mentioned that it could have 

been a portrait by Sava Henția, donated to 

Gheorghe Lazăr High School in Bucharest, 

which was founded in 1860 (Bogdan-Duică, 

Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 6-7, 306). 

The event was also discussed in 

Transylvanian newspapers. Thus, Tribuna 

focused on the essentials: on 11 May 1866 the 

Hymn of Lazăr was sung (it was implemented in 

1864), while a nephew and a great-nephew took 

part in the ceremony with a wreath that had the 

inscription: “To the great uncle from small 

nephews”. Familia also had a brief 

announcement: At the inauguration of Lazăr's 

statue in Bucharest, a Transylvanian peasant 

woman and her son attracted attention (Tribuna, 

1886, 111, 442; Familia, 1886, 2, 244).   

More information was offered by Gazeta 

Transilvaniei which took over information from 

Bucharest newspapers. According to Voința 

Națională, there was a religious service in front 

of the statue, the choir of the Conservatory and 

theological seminars sang the Hymn of Lazăr. 

The huge number of pupils and acclamations 

while unveiling the statue were impressive. D. 

A. Sturza, minister of Cults and Public 

Instructions, General Anghelescu, representing 

the City Hall, and professors from Bucharest, 

Cluj, Cernăuți and Chișinău held speeches. The 

minister of Instructions handed over the statue to 

the city hall representative, while the sculptor 

was acclaimed by a numerous public.   

The newspaper Națiunea mentioned that a lot 

of inhabitants participated in the event despite 

the fact that the announcement was made two 

days before not to disturb the national day 

celebrations on 10 May. The press commented 

on the discourses, especially no mention of the 

birthplace of the grand teacher. On the other 

hand, România pointed out that there were no 

tribunes and no military music or divine service 

at the Metropolitan Church. Another important 

aspect is the presence of Lazăr’s nephew at the 
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event who admitted that the statue resembled his 

uncle. Although not much was said about the 

statue and the bas-reliefs, they were explained, 

as well as the inscriptions “re-founder of 

Romanian education” and “teacher of Romanian 

and mathematics”. The years 1816-1822 are the 

years when he was born and died in 

Transylvania's Avrig. The two bas-reliefs 

represent Lazăr teaching the children of 

Chancellor Bărcănescu, also present at his 

lessons, alongside the great Ban Bălăceanu.   

In a publication from Râmnicu-Vâlcea, a 

short article showing less enthusiasm was 

published. The author, under the pen name 

Pierde Vară, wanted a bigger pomp for the event 

dedicated to the Romanian teacher. 

Disappointed, the author hoped that the 

ceremony of 1923 would have finished the one 

of 1886, when, from his point of view, only one 

Romanian was present, the sculptor. Meanwhile, 

Pester Lloyd from Budapest mentioned that the 

statue of a Hungarian was about to be unveiled 

in Bucharest (Gazeta Transilvaniei, 1886, 109; 

Gazeta Săteanului, 1886, 8, 3-5). 

In the last decades of the 19th century and the 

beginning of the 20th century, Avrig became a 

pilgrimage place. When St. George was 

celebrated, the commemoration of Gheorghe 

Lazăr took place. The initiative was started by 

the Reunion of Romanian Women in Avrig and 

a group of theologians at the Theological 

Institute of Sibiu. A spectacle presented the 

grand teacher’s life and activity after the 

memorial service. Nevertheless, Horia Petra-

Petrescu who visited Avrig in 1906 noticed the 

deplorable state of Lazăr's tomb, considering 

that: “it was our duty to replace the fence of 

rotten wood and to remove the weeds in order to 

embellish the human remains of Gheorghe 

Lazăr” (Telegraful Român, 1903, 207; Petra-

Petrescu, 1906, 12, 1130-1132). 

We can assume that more commemorative 

ceremonies took place in front of the statue in 

Bucharest, although there are no detailed 

accounts.In 1899, 100 years after his birth, 

marking this moment was modest, but in 1918, 

the figure of Gheorghe Lazăr was symbolic for 

celebrating the union of Transylvania with 

Romania. The delegation from Alba-Iulia that 

brought the decision to unite with Romania 

made two symbolic stops in Bucharest – the 

statue of Michael the Great and Gheorghe Lazăr 

(Bogdan-Duică, Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 6-7; 

Universul, 1918, 35, 1).  

The Romanian art of the 19th century was 

delineated in terms of the style and social 

sympathies of painters. The portrait marked our 

modern art, given the secularising trend of the 

18th and the first half of the 19th centuries. The 

danger of the portrait’s popularity was the 

stagnation in the portrait-effigy category. Of all 

Romanian painters of the 19th century, Gheorghe 

Tăttărescu was the first who overcame these 

limitations, as his portrait of Nicolae Bălcescu 

knew no equal.  

One must also mention painters of historical 

scenes Mișu Popp and Sava Henția (Theodor 

Aman’s pupil) (Cosma, 1986, 46, 58, 66). 

Andrei Cornea considered the votive portrait of 

the 19th century as the forerunner of historical 

portraits (Cornea, 1980, 36). 

It must be pointed out that discussions 

concerning Gheorghe Lazăr’s appearance and 

his portrayal have been confusing. Mișu Popp’s 

painting had lithography as a starting point, 

which was based on descriptions of Lazăr’s 

students - Ion Heliade-Rădulescu and Christian 

Tell – included in George Bogdan-Duică and 

George Popa-Lisseanu’s papers (Bogdan-Duică, 

Popa-Lisseanu 1924) 

In 1979, on Gheorghe Lazăr’s 

commemoration by UNESCO, the bibliography 

dedicated to the great Romanian teacher 

mentioned the following paintings: Mișu Popp’s 

portrait, Sava Henția’s portrait, donated to 

Gheorghe Lazăr High School in Bucharest, Ion 

Cîrdei’s drawing, an anonymous portrait from 

the stamp collection of the Romanian Academy 

At the new school organized by Gheorghe Lazăr, 

part of the great fresco at Ateneul Român, 

Gheorghe Lazăr’s School, in the University 

Auditorium of Cluj-Napoca and Gheorghe 

Lazăr’s School at St. Sava Monastery by Costin 

Petrescu in oil, in the collection of the museum 

of Nicolae Bălcescu High School in Bucharest 

(title of “St. Sava” School between 1948 and 

1990).  

Mișu Popp's portrait was the most famous; it 

was painted in 1881 and ended up at the 

Bucharest Museum of History after a dramatic 

history, along with other paintings of the same 

painter. Mișu Popp donated the biggest part of 

his collection of paintings to the Museum of 

Association through his testament, but after its 

forced dissolution, paintings were sent to the 

Brukenthal Museum and some of them to 

Bucharest.  

Mișu Popp (1827-1892) was a representative 

of Romanian academism and he was prominent 
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in the first stage of his activity in the portrait and 

church painting areas. Alongside Constantin 

Lecca and Carol Pop de Szatmary, he formed a 

group of Transylvanian painters who influenced 

Romanian art of the 19th century. He studied at 

the Academy of Art in Vienna (1846-1848) and 

was considered one of the creators of 

Biedermaier’s portrait although his historical 

portraits had a Romantic echo. Popp studied 

with Professor Ferdinand Georg Waldmüller, 

who was considered a specialist in portraits and 

was known as the “father of the 1848 

generation”. 

The painter was more attracted to portraits of 

historical personalities, but he also painted other 

contemporaries, peasants, former 

revolutionaries, clergy members and women. 

Another aspect to mention is that he worked in 

Brasov and Bucharest. He became known in 

Bucharest for painting churches, where he tried 

to render saints in a laic manner, eliminating the 

exclusive usage of the Byzantine style.  

Many history textbooks included 

reproductions of Gheorghe Lazăr’s and Michael 

the Brave’s portraits. The art historian Victor 

Vătășianu expressed his disappointment that for 

many people, Mișu Popp is known only due to 

these two portraits. The two personalities are 

rendered in classic clothes, while Gheorghe 

Lazăr has a fixed glaze, well-known in similar 

reproductions. Ion Frunzetti also referred to the 

painter's interest in history in accomplishing the 

“people from all regions of the country” 

(Vătășianu, 1932, 4, 391; Florea, 1982, 63-64; 

Frunzetti, 1991, 156). 

Mișu Popp's interest in the historical portrait 

when it expanded to heroes of national history, 

led to using engravings, lithographs, or 

photographs as models. That contributed to the 

accusation that his paintings lacked sensibility 

(Comănescu, 1932, 2/131). However, history 

was part of Popp's art; the proof is the fact that in 

his kiosk in Brașov, he had Romanian historical 

figures painted on oval canvas, including G. 

Lazăr. The Romanian teacher was painted in the 

so-called “photographic” manner, conveying 

thus an official air (Popescu 2007, 187). 

Nowadays the virtual museum of St. Sava 

High School in Bucharest includes reproductions 

of Popp's portrait, described as follows in the 

virtual museum of the University of Bucharest: 

“principal of St. Sava College and the founder of 

the Romanian higher education, by an unknown 

author, painting in oil; the portrait is in semi-

profile left, middle parting, mustache, white 

shirt, black bow tie, the turn-down collar of the 

black frock coat, slightly folded cape around the 

neck is easy to observe. Weathered light green 

background, Museum of the University of 

Bucharest” (muzeuunibuc, 2022).  

Sava Henția (1848-1904) was a realistic 

painter, illustrator, graphician and muralist who 

studied at the School of Belle Arts in Bucharest 

with Theodor Aman and Gheorghe Tăttărescu 

and at the Ecole Superieure des Beaux-Arts in 

Paris with Alexandre Cabanel. He painted 

mythological scenes (Psyche deserted by Amor 

and Aurora) and became an appreciated war 

reporter during the War of Independence. His 

painting Bivuac is renowned. He approached 

historical topics: Trajan’s Triumphal Entering in 

Sarmisegetusa and Michael the Brave's Soldiers 

Banishing the Turks in Giurgiu. Among his 

portraits that display realistic tendencies the 

most well-known is Ana Davila’s portrait. 

According to Ion Frunzetti, posterity owes Sava 

Henția a reevaluation of his work.  

Sava Henția’s portrait of Gheorghe Lazăr is 

difficult to find. It was donated to a prestigious 

high school founded in Bucharest in 1860 - 

Gheorghe Lazăr. In all exhibition catalogues of 

this painter, war paintings prevail or landscapes. 

Lazăr’s portrait resembles Ion Georgescu’s 

statue of 1886. Henția was one of the 

Transylvanian painters who excelled in portraits, 

finding his source of inspiration in his 

contemporaries' memories (Henția 1923). 

Although Henția was not a painter of Nicolae 

Grigorescu's stature, his “realism was sturdy and 

his craftsmanship solid and certain” (Popescu, 

1954, 24-25). He was praised and appreciated 

for his war scenes but the biographer Mircea 

Popescu considered that the painter was too 

easily attracted by portraits on demand. He was 

accused, as was Popp, of a lack of sensibility 

(Vătășianu, 1932, 4, 252; Frunzetti, 1991, 366). 

Interestingly, the high school's virtual 

museum does not expose Lazăr's portrait. In the 

rare reproductions of this painting, the painter's 

signature is visible, as well as the resemblance to 

the statue placed in front of the University of 

Bucharest. Amalia Pavel appreciated that the 

painter was a fine observer and demonstrated a 

warm sensibility, endowing historical narrations 

with the naturalness of the scale of everyday 

events (Lazăr, 1979, 281; muzeulvirtual, 2022; 

Bogdan-Duică, Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 306; 

Pavel, 1973, 6, 25).  

The photograph that circulated in the era 

under the title Guli Roth, Lazăr was proved to be 
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a fake, as it was impossible to have a photograph 

before the actual invention of photography. This 

aspect was mentioned by George Călinescu 

about George Bogdan-Duică’s mistake in a 

popularisation leaflet from 1923 (Lazăr, 1979, 

28; Călinescu, 1982, 133, 916). 

In the Old Kingdom of Romania, after the 

institutionalisation of secondary and higher 

education, institutions acquired “galleries of 

portraits”. The first requests were from St. Sava 

College and the Romanian Academy and Henția 

was the chosen painter (Abrudan, 2018, 5, 173-

157, 198). 

Thus, in his study dedicated to St. Sava 

College in 1933, the principal Ștefan Pop noted 

the teachers’ portraits by Henția with the 

mention of Gheorghe Lazăr’s portrait present in 

the college. Ștefan Pop’s description of the 

painting is different from the one offered by the 

virtual museum of the University of Bucharest: 

“a young dark-haired man, with fiery black eyes, 

an eloquent speaker and loyal to his case as no 

one else before him in this people” (Pop, 1933, 

7, 389-390). 

 

3.2. Commemoration and artistic 

representations at the beginning of the 20th 

century 

 

As a result of the union of Transylvania with 

Romania, starting with 1919, the former state 

high school with the Hungarian teaching 

language receives the name of Gheorghe Lazăr 

(Lazăr, 1919). 

The most known commemoration of Lazăr 

took place in 1923, 100 years after he died, in 

Bucharest and Avrig. Symbolically, a 

commemoration took place in Sibiu, becoming 

clear that the Metropolitan Nicolae Bălan was 

eager to reconcile the Orthodox Church with the 

image of Gheorghe Lazăr who was forced to 

leave Transylvania by the bishop Vasile Moga. 

A memo that pointed out the importance of this 

commemoration circulated, emphasising that 

Lazăr was a “great man of the church and our 

people” (Telegraful Român, 1923, 72, 1). 

Festivities took place on 16 and 17 September 

1923. The inhabitants of Avrig renovated the 

church and “embellished the tomb of the great 

son”(Telegraful Român,1923,75-76,1,3) On 17 

September there were commemorations, 

conferences and school celebrations throughout 

the country. In Sibiu, the ceremony was 

organised by the Metropolitan Bălan who 

participated in the show in Urania after the 

solemn requiem. A lot of pupils participated 

from Gheorghe Lazăr High Scholl and from the 

Andrei Șaguna Normal School from Sibiu. 

Professor Nicolae Colan supported the 

conference Gheorghe Lazăr’s Apostolate in 

Sibiu. In Avrig, the Ministry of Public 

Instruction organised the events, requiring one 

teacher and one pupil from all schools in the 

country to be present. The archpriest of Avrig 

organised an ethnographic exhibition at the 

school, displaying pieces from his personal 

collection and folklore pieces from villages of 

the Olt region: Avrig, Săcădate, Porumbacul de 

Jos and Racovița. The exhibition had 

embroideries, textiles, and old pottery. Astra 

offered a prize of 3,000 lei.  

Telegraful Român did not mention the tense 

relationship between Lazăr and bishop Moga, 

focusing instead on the fact that “Transylvania 

was not beneficial to him, as he asked for equal 

rights for his people” (Telegraful 

Român,1923,77-78, 1).The essence of the article 

revolved around the fact that the great Romanian 

teacher gave a “new food for the souls” of his 

generation, as Nicolae Iorga put it. In Avrig, 

discourses were held by the officials after the 

religious service and the memorial performed by 

Metropolitan Bălan. These events were followed 

by a common meal and the “popular 

productions”, as well as the exhibition organized 

by Vasile Stoica.  

The surprise of the event was the visit of 

Prince Carol who came by train, accompanied 

by two ministries - Anghelescu and Traian 

Moșoiu. He was greeted by the prefect of Sibiu, 

Anastasie Boiu and the prefect of Făgăraș, 

Colonel Radovici, by the Commander of VII 

Army Corp of Sibiu, General Cihovski and the 

mayor of Avrig, Ion Nicolae. Dr. Izidor Marcu 

participated on behalf of the Greek-Catholic 

Church (Unirea Poporului, 1923, 39, 1). 

In Sibiu, the commemoration was 

overshadowed by the conflict between 

Telegraful Român and Unirea from Blaj that was 

caused by the leaflet dedicated to Gheorghe 

Lazăr, attributed to Metropolitan Vasile Suciu 

and published by Ioan Georgescu, the literary 

secretary of Astra. In 1923, Lazăr’s personality 

was commemorated at the Theological Institute 

in Sibiu where he was “the first teacher of the 

seminar, later strengthened by Șaguna” 

(Telegraful Român, 1923, 77-78, 4; Telegraful 

Român, 1923, 84, 2). 

In Bucharest, the ceremonies were on 16 and 

17 September at the statue from the University 
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Square, at the National Theatre and Romanian 

Academy. On Saturday, 16 September the 

Metropolitan Miron Cristea held a speech after 

the religious service. In his opinion, Lazăr's 

activity proved “our church's contribution to 

founding the national education” (Telegraful 

Român, 1923, 75-76, 1-2). Ioan Bianu on behalf 

of the Romanian Academy, Gheorghe Țițeica 

from the University of Bucharest, Onisifor 

Ghibu from the University of Cluj, Pelivan from 

Bessarabia and Marmeliuc from Bukovina had 

also speeches in front of the monument 

dedicated to Lazăr (Părnuță, 1973, 116).  

The ceremony continued in the University 

Square where primary and secondary schools 

from the capital were present. After the 

discourse of the ministry of resort, the pupils 

marched, while Professor Adamescu had a 

conference at the National Theatre, where a 

fragment of Nicolae Iorga’s play was performed, 

along with performances of school choirs. 

Referring to the same event, in his book 

dedicated to Gheorghe Lazăr, George Bogdan-

Duică and George Popa-Lisseanu mentioned 

Nicolae Iorga's conference for the general public 

at the National Theatre and Professor 

Adamescu's lecture for pupils. Deputy Ion 

Mateiu uttered a discourse on behalf of the 

Parliament and presented a law project in the 

House of Deputies to found a “Commemorative 

School” in Avrig, a normal school for boys, 

which was adopted a year later (Bogdan-Duică, 

Popa-Lisseanu, 1924, 309). 

 

3.2.1. The history of the “commemorative 

school” in Avrig 

 

The school should have been inaugurated on 

the commemoration, but there was no space, so 

the existing primary school housed the pupils 

and they were living with the locals. The school 

started its activity when a conflict between 

national churches from Transylvania and the 

Bucharest authorities emerged, as the authorities 

decided to transfer the confessional Romanian 

schools under state authority. That is why the 

church authorities in Avrig did not want to cede 

the free space from the confessional school. The 

situation of the school was complicated even 

more when the Romanian state considered that 

the problem can be solved by expropriating the 

Brukenthal residence of Avrig. As a response, 

the Evangelical Church offered a plot to build 

the school, imposing some conditions so that the 

situation met a stalemate when there were 2 

years of study.  

The Evangelical Church invoked the Saxon 

nature of the residence and the new school year 

began in multiple locations, lacking space for 

pupils to sleep in and to have their meals, 

combining the spaces for library, lessons and lab 

materials.  

In 1925, the 3rd year of study was added and 

the communal pub was required from the Avrig 

Communal Hall in order to move there a 

sleeping space, the kitchen and the dining room. 

The school inspectorate agreed to the decision, 

but a group of Orthodox and Evangelical 

representatives formed in Avrig, which opposed 

this request. The archpriest Cândea, also a 

counsellor, convinced 21 out of 40 counsellors 

that the school would not attract any revenue 

(Grancea, 2012).  

The harshest attacks were conducted by 

archpriest Cândea to the Ministry of Public 

Instructions to move away the school based on 

communal desire, as it became a “foul nest” 

while the pupils were compared to hungry 

tramps. In addition, the teachers were compared 

to a “bunch of thieves” that must leave (Grancea, 

2012).   

The locals of Avrig intervened in the conflict 

and asked the archpriest to justify his attitude. 

The Reunion of Women and the Association of 

Craftsmen organised shows and conducted 

public subscriptions to gather money and the 

necessary products for the school. The ministry 

established the construction of the school based 

on local donations and funds from the ministry. 

The right wing of the Brukenthal residence was 

expropriated, the courtyard and a part of the 

garden, but the expropriation did not go through 

and the school was built 13 years later in the 

garden of the estate.  

There were 44 pupils in the 1st school year, 

20 of them had scholarships and 8 had a partial 

scholarship. There were 144 students in three 

years of study; 2 of them died, 5 withdrew; 111 

were Orthodox and 22 Greek-Catholic. 110 

pupils were from peasants' families, 2 from 

merchant families, 12 from official families, 3 

from other occupations and 3 were sons of 

priests or teachers. Sleeping quarters were the 

most difficult aspect to ensure, given that only 

16 pupils were locals and the rest were from 

Argeș, Putna, Romanați, Argeș, Tecuci, Prahova 

and Dâmbovița (Grancea, 2012). 

The ministry established that it was too 

difficult to relocate the school and through 
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orders no. 103451 and no. 99087 in 1926 

disbanded the school. As a response to the 

inhabitants of Avrig, the ministry agreed to 

relocate pupils of years 2 and 3 of study to other 

schools, while admission for the 1st year was 

suspended till the construction of the school. For 

several years nothing was done; the construction 

finally began in 1939. By the time the first 

pupils came to school in 1943-1944, the school 

had a technical profile, becoming then the 

general school (Grancea, 2012). 

The commemoration that took place at the 

Romanian Academy was significant, as the 

celebrations began on 23 February 1923. George 

Bogdan-Duică was present in Avrig and at the 

solemn session of the Academy, while Ion Bianu 

was at the statue in the University Square. On 19 

October 1923, Vasile Pârvan, general secretary 

of the Academy, opened the solemn session as 

follows:  

 
“The anniversary of a death is the anniversary 

of a birth." George Bogdan-Duică had a 

presentation about Lazăr at the sessions on 19 

and 26 of October 1923, under the “sign of a 

century after the death of the great teacher 

and awakener of conscience” (Bogdan-Duică, 

1923, 20-21, 59). 

 

A year later, the teachers from the country, 

organised in the Corporation of Teachers of 

Transylvania, Banat, Crișana and Maramureș, 

participated on 16 June 1924 at the inauguration 

of the bust of Gheorghe Lazăr, carved in marble 

by Cornel Medrea. They also contributed 

financially to its realisation. The university 

offered the socket and the city hall prepared the 

area for the bust. Its position was important – in 

the park in front of the Teachers’ House in Cluj. 

At the inauguration, there were pupils from Cluj, 

the Orthodox Bishop of Cluj and Feleacu, 

Nicolae Ivan, the dean Nicolae Drăgan, 

professors Ioan Lupaș and George Bogdan-

Duică, as well as the minister Alexandru 

Lapedatu. The latter expressed his admiration for 

the duty of the “Trans-Carpathian teachers in 

accomplishing the cultural mission of the 

Romanian people in the reunified motherland” 

(Gazeta Transilvaniei, 1924, 63, 1).Bishop 

Nicolae Ivan insisted on Lazăr’s contribution to 

prepare two generations that are crucial in 

understanding our modern history of 1848 and 

1918 (Gazeta Transilvaniei, 1924, 63, 1). 

Other local authorities were present at the 

event: Commissioner of the Cluj County, 

Commander of the VIth Army, General Dănilă 

Popp, the principal of the Avrig School. Some 

discourses avoided the official variant and 

referred to the reality of those times. This was 

the case of the teacher Traian Șuteu, President of 

the Gheorghe Lazăr Fund, who was concerned 

with the teachers’ material situation (Gazeta 

Transilvaniei, 1924, 63, 1; Învățătorul, 1924, 6-

7, 1-2, 30).  

The sculptor Cornel Medrea (1888-1964) 

studied in Zlatna in 1905 and then at the 

Superior School of Decorative Arts in Budapest, 

together with sculptor Zola. They both 

collaborated on the Millennium Monument. He 

moved to Bucharest after 1914 and became a 

professor at the Institute of Belle Arts in 

Bucharest in 1933. Oskar Walter Cisek said 

about him and Constantin Brâncuși that they 

were the only sculptors who "had the richest 

resources in expressing plasticity” (Florea, 1982, 

247, 251).  

Medrea was favouring public monuments; his 

most known works were the statue Vasile 

Lucaciu (Satu-Mare, 1936), the bust of 

Gheorghe Lazăr (Avrig, 1936) and the bass-

relief The Legend of Dragoș and the Bison. 

Cornel Medrea addressed a double exigency: the 

plausible image of the celebrated person and the 

exaltation of the public hero without altering the 

intrinsic values of the sculpture. Patriotism was 

the feeling that animated him his entire life. He 

was a modern artist, filtering everything through 

classic sensitivity, especially discretion, 

refinement and sobriety. Similar to Ion Jalea in 

his education, preoccupations, vision and 

technique, Medrea was from the same 

generation. Moreover, his works were 

approaching different themes and had different 

manners of modelling (Dicționarul, vol. II, 2011, 

129-131; FF Graur, 1973, 11, 6). 

There was no reproduction of the bust made 

by Medrea. The press mentioned that the 

decision to offer the great teacher a bust dated 

back to 1865; the decision was made at a 

meeting where Metropolitans Andrei Șaguna and 

Iosif Șterca-Șuluțiu were present. After 1918, 

the first call was authorised by the Ministry of 

Social Protection in 1925 and it was done by the 

Georghe Lazăr Cultural Centre of teachers from 

the villages of Racovița, Avrig, Bradu. It was 

only in 1934 that officers of the Infantry School 

of Sibiu took care of Lazăr’s grave 

(MyAcademy, 1934).  

The programme of the ceremony was similar 

to the one of 1923, but it had a local character. 
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There were intellectuals from Sibiu, Cluj, Avrig 

and peasants from the Olt Valley. Among the 

participants, there were representatives of Astra, 

the Army, the principal of St. Sava College of 

Bucharest. The bust was handed over by 

inspector Ioan Dragomir to Mayor Ion Vlad. The 

moment was followed by the pupils' march and 

the inauguration of an ethnographic exhibition, a 

show organised by the pupils and a meal. The 

bust was paid for by the initiative committee, 

conducted by Ion Dragomir (Avrig, 1936).  

On 10 August 1925, teacher Mihai Ogneanu, 

principal of the School in Racovița, and Iosif 

Stoica, principal of the school in Sebeșul de Jos, 

had the initiative to gather a fund for a bust 

dedicated to Gheorghe Lazăr. The Gheorghe 

Lazăr Organisation was founded and included 

teachers from Avrig, Racovița, and Bradu, 

gathering 214,000 lei in the account of the bank 

Izvorul, in Sebeșul de Jos. The bank went 

bankrupt and the two teachers committed 

suicide. The inspector Ion Dragomir resumed the 

initiative and saved the sum of 33,000 lei, the 

basis for the action of a council formed of 16 

members, among which: Silviu Țeposu, general 

inspector and President of the Division Astra 

Sibiu; Ioan Popa, principal of the Gheorghe 

Lazăr High School of Sibiu; Mihai Stoicescu, 

principal of the Gheorghe Lazăr High School of 

Bucharest; Ion Vlad, mayor of Avrig; Vasile 

Chialda, public notary; Traian Maxim; Mihai 

Ranga; Maria Răduțiu; Ioan Spârlea from Avrig 

(Avrig, 1936).  

The work costed 330,000 lei, and was 

accomplished by Cornel Medrea, while the 

embankment and socket were done by the stone 

mason Ioan Chidu and the fence by Tischer 

Hugo from Sibiu. More annexes of the villagers 

were demolished and they were repaid to ensure 

a special perspective. Medrea's style in realising 

this work was remarked with the following 

words: “It should be quoted among Lazăr’s 

portraits, differentiating itself through its 

explosive modeling, dynamism and grandeur” 

(Telegraful Român, 1936, 43, 1-4,Mihalache, 

1986). 

The sculptor wanted to point out the symbolic 

value of a great hero, his inner energy, firmness, 

and faith in the future of Romanian culture. His 

molding style reminds of Paciurea. After the 

outburst of the Second World War, older 

inhabitants of Avrig kept the memory of King 

Mihai, who stopped in Avrig and brought a 

wreath at Lazăr’s tomb in 1943, on the day of 

the spiritual patron of the high school bearing his 

name (Tomuș, 2017). 

 

3.3. Commemoration and artistic 

representations in the communist and post-

communist periods 

 

After the great changes of 1944, the historical 

patrimony was confiscated by the Romanian 

Communist Party and revitalised in the national-

communist period, presenting the heroes and 

their role through a class-struggle 

reinterpretation. Although the workers were in 

the foreground of that period, Gheorghe Lazăr’s 

memory was mentioned in his role in promoting 

the national school for pupils from 

disadvantaged social classes. His name was 

granted to a school of military foremen. 

Moreover, a bust dedicated to the great teacher 

was inaugurated on 4 June 1972, 193 years after 

his birth. The bust was the work of Pavel 

Mercea. The ceremony was similar to the ones 

mentioned before but the speeches were held by 

comrade Heinrich Sitzler, secretary of the 

municipal committee of Sibiu Romanian 

Communist Party, General Spirea Stănescu, 

commander of the Sibiu garrison and the 

commander of the school. Representatives of the 

Communal Popular Council of Avrig and 

Gheorghe Lazăr High School of Sibiu were 

present at the event.   

After unveiling the bust, the commander of 

the school highlighted the merit of the party and 

the state in appreciating the glorious past and the 

aspirations of the Romanian people to reach the 

highest peaks of science and culture (Telegraful 

Român, 1973, 23-24, 3).  

Pavel Mercea (1931-2004) studied in 

Bucharest from 1950-1953 and in Leningrad 

(1953-1959), then employed at the Studio of 

Plastic Arts of the Army. There he dedicated 

himself to historical portraits, synthesising 

physiognomies to create a “memorable effigy of 

the hero” (Marian, 1972, 3).In an exhibition 

catalogue, a public monument dedicated to 

Gheorghe Lazăr was mentioned in 1970. The 

Romanian sculpture retained to that moment a 

powerful position of traditional realism, enriched 

with new elements (metaphors, suggestive 

simplifications and stylization) (Florea, 1982, 

389). 

In April 1972, the Commission for 

Monuments of Art within the County Committee 

of Socialist Education and Culture established 

the placement of busts to Andrei Șaguna, 
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Gheorghe Lazăr, Andrei Mureșan, Ioan Slavici 

and Octavian Goga.  

In 1973, 150 years after Lazăr's death, an art 

show was dedicated in the county - Cibinium`73. 

In Avrig, inhabitants from other counties visited 

the Ethnographic Museum and the “memorial 

point” dedicated to Gheorghe Lazăr, while the 

local teacher was a guide at the monument in the 

centre of Avrig and the funerary monument 

(Telegraful Român, 1973, 23-24, 3 Tribuna 

Sibiului, 1973, 37-38, 4). 

The manifestations started at the beginning of 

1973 at the Session of scientific papers at 

Gheorghe Lazăr High Schools in Cluj and Sibiu, 

and the meeting of students at Gheorghe Lazăr 

High School in Bucharest. At Astra Library, a 

session of scientific papers was held, where 

specialists in history and philology presented 

their research: Iosif Pervain, Emilia Milicescu 

and Vasile Netea. 

The show took place at the recently 

inaugurated House of Unions, under the aegis of 

the Socialist Education and Culture Council. 

Among the participants, we mention Ion Dodu 

Bălan, and Laurențiu Fulga. A symphonic 

concert was preceded by the staging of a 

fragment from the play Lazăr, written by 

Nicolae Iorga and played in Cluj and Bucharest 

100 years earlier. The climax was the 

inauguration of the bust dedicated to the great 

teacher on the Alley to Astra Park. Mircea 

Tomuș, chief editor of Transilvania journal, and 

sculptor Kürtfritz Handel (1941-2016)1 were 

also present at the venues.  

Commemorated by UNESCO in 1979, 

Lazăr's personality has attracted the attention of 

authorities, which announced a contest in Sibiu 

for a complex monument dedicated to the grand 

teacher in the Grand Square of Sibiu, known 

back then as the Republic Square. His statue was 

inaugurated there in 1984, made in limestone by 

Radu Aftenie. Born in 1936, he studied in 

Bucharest (1963-1965). His style was 

characterised by evolution from a figurative-

traditional vision to an expressively simplified 

one, with abstract valences. He sought to place 

the human being in relation to his own existence, 

                                                           
1 The sculptor studied at the Institute of Arts in Cluj-

Napoca (1961-1967) and was a teacher in Sibiu 

(1967-1985), immigrating to Germany in 1985. He 

was preoccupied with the essence regardless of the 

topic. (Tribuna Sibiului, 1973, 1765, 3; România 

Liberă, 1973, 9024, 5; Dicționarul, 2011, vol. I, 19-

20) 

with the others and with the world. Aftenie was 

initially attracted by the Brâncușian formula but 

then he tried to diversify it.  

At the unveiling of the statue in the autumn 

of 1984, this aspect was briefly mentioned in 

Transylvania journal: “natural homage of 

descendants in the memory of a son of these 

places” (Contemporanul, 1978, 32, 13; Atanasiu, 

1968, 1, 27; Dicționarul, 2011, 25; Transilvania, 

1984, 10, 54). The sculptor moved to Sibiu and 

he admitted in an interview in 2022 that he had 

“the unhappiest experience”, as the first statue 

was removed to prepare the city to become 

cultural capital in 2007 and ended up in the 

derelict space of a factory in Dumbrava 

Sibiului2. After the discussions with the City 

Hall, the sculptor received an order for a new 

statue as compensation. The new statue was 

inaugurated in 2006 near the old Council Tower 

(Turnul Sfatului), in the vicinity of the Grand 

Square. There were plenty of voices in the city 

hall against this initiative, according to which 

there were enough Romanians in Astra Park and 

that Lazăr did not play such an important role for 

Romanian culture. The journalists from Sibiu 

saved the statue. The tensions regarding the 

statue appeared in 2005 in the local press. The 

new statue of bronze costed 553,892 lei, it is 

3,20 m high and has a socket of 60 cm that reads 

a quote from Nicolae Iorga. It was placed on 30 

July 2006; Mayor Johannis, Bishop Visarion 

Rășinăreanul and sculptor Radu Aftenie were 

present. The discourse of the mayor summarized 

Lazăr's relationship with the past and present of 

the Transylvanian city: “Lazăr is placed near 

Brukenthal as the result of the fact that justice 

was made” (Tribuna Sibiului, no. 4220, 2005, 1).  

After 2010, the commemorative ceremonies 

were narrowed down to Avrig, having the 

Orthodox parishes as organizers of events, as 

they were barely involved in ceremonies before 

1989. Although it initiated the activities, the 

local Cultural House sent only one 

representative. In the courtyard of the old 

church, most participants were pupils and 

teachers of the Gheorghe Lazăr High School and 

the School Group of Car Construction from 

Mârșa, the Friends of Avrig Association and 

several Orthodox clergymen. The archpriest of 

Avrig, Vasile Gafton, expressed his thoughts: 

                                                           
2 In 2023 the mayor of Avrig discovered the old 

statue and asked for permission from the Sibiu city 

hall to expose it in the centre of Avrig after 

reconditioning it by Radu Aftenie.  
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“Gheorghe Lazăr is not buried here, he is buried 

in the souls of many people” (Necula, 2017). 

The local press pointed out that the commune 

hall was not represented at the event. But several 

years later there were photographs in the local 

press with the representatives of Avrig carrying 

two wreaths to Lazăr’s tomb. 

We have to admit that in Avrig a form of 

commemoration occurred that brought in 

inhabitants’ memory the history of the 

community through memories of older people 

and younger generations who carried this to the 

next generation. Such an example is Maria 

Grancea who organised events with the 

academic School of Avrig in 2017, where local 

pupils and cultural personalities were involved 

(Necula, 2017). 

The Academy of Terrestrial Forces of Sibiu 

inaugurated a statue dedicated to Lazăr in 2020, 

197 after his death. The sculpture was made in 

1970 by Pavel Mercea and was placed near the 

busts of Nicolae Bălcescu and Avram Iancu 

(MyAcademy, 2020). 

It became clear that in the memory of the 19th 

and 20th centuries, Gheorghe Lazăr remained 

imprinted in Mișu Popp’s vision. Moreover, for 

later painters, Lazăr's symbolical value became 

more important - a cultural symbol of national 

rebirth. This is how Costin Petrescu perceived 

him when including him in the fresco of the 

Romanian Atheneum and the 2nd painting of 

three frescos in the festivity hall of the former 

academic college of the University of Cluj-

Napoca. 

Costin Petrescu (1872-1954) was a painter 

and university professor. He studied at the 

School of Belle Arts in Bucharest under the 

guidance of George Demetrescu-Minea and 

architecture under the guidance of George 

Sterian. He continued his studies in Vienna, 

Munich and the Julian Academy in Paris, with 

Professor Jean-Paul Laurens. He practiced 

various styles from romantic symbolism to a 

post-impressionist manner of interpreting 

historical scenes. Then, C, Petrescu adopted a 

free manner of interpretation, using vivid colours 

and a schematised drawing. His biggest work, 

the fresco of the Romanian Atheneum, was 

preceded by 400 studies and portraits, Gheorghe 

Lazăr’s included. This painting style was a 

family tradition, as his ancestors were church 

painters and used a painting style close to the 

Byzantine tradition.  

Petrescu taught the art of fresco at the 

Academy of Belle Artes in Lyon from 1925-

1926 although Western Europe gave up this art 

from the 17th century. He also wrote a book 

L`art de la fresque, published in 1931 in Paris, 

considered by Henri Focillon an important 

accomplishment of a “restorer of the fresco art” 

(Pop, 1933, 7). The painter used fresco in the 

Church of St. Nicholas in Șchei, in the 

Patriarchal Palace in Bucharest and the 

Coronation Cathedral in Alba-Iulia.  

When he came back to complete the received 

order from the Romanian Atheneum, Petrecu 

chose to paint the fresco on wet plaster. At the 

inauguration of 1938, it was the biggest art 

accomplished to that point in Romania, 3 metres 

wide and 70 metres length. It had 25 scenes, 

with Gheorghe Lazăr’s being no. 15, entitled The 

Beginnings of Romanian Culture. It was situated 

between the uprising of 1784 and Tudor 

Vladimirescu’s Revolution of 1821 (Pop, 1933, 

385). 

We may affirm that the scene was prepared 

by another painting donated by Costin Petrescu 

to St. Sava College - Gheorghe Lazăr’s School 

at the St. Sava Monastery. Several details are 

fascinating and significant – the characters, 

pupils and Ban Băleanu, boyar Bărcănescu's 

wife, are also included in Ion Georgescu's bass 

relief of the statue.  

Inaugurated in 1938 in front of King Carol II, 

the great fresco may have been done by Ștefan 

Popescu, but Costin Petrescu was prominent due 

to his historical paintings in many interwar 

schools. He organised two processions in 1904 

to commemorate 400 years after Stephen the 

Great’s death and in 1922 in Alba-Iulia. The 

project was ready in 1938 and part of the money 

was obtained from selling postcards with 

fragments of the fresco in schools. Thus, one 

may say that the fresco was also the contribution 

of the pupils (Zamfirescu, Cândea, Moga, 1976, 

80-84; Cercel, 2012, XI, 490).  

The inauguration of the great fresco took 

place on 26 May 1938 and it was a memorable 

event. Carol II was included in the last scene out 

of 25, while the first one was dedicated to Trajan 

in Dacia. This fresco can be compared to the 

Slavic Epic of the Czech painter Alphonse 

Mucha although he was a fervent supporter of 

Art Nouveau and used direct Christian symbols 

(for example in the scene Introduction of 

Slavonic Mass in Moravia). Petrescu, on the 

other hand, preferred the indirect approach for 

the significant scenes and characters.  

Around 100 characters were not enough to 

render the entire complexity of Romanian 
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national history, as the author admitted. An 

important role was assigned to the royal family 

during the inauguration and especially to Carol 

II, a great supporter of arts and culture. It was 

difficult to please everyone and the harshest 

critics referred to the absence of Decebal and 

Mihai Eminescu. One explanation was that at the 

Atheneum inauguration in 1888, Alexandru 

Odobescu mentioned only Trajan in his speech, 

as Dacians were considered barbarians.  

Ion Antonescu required the alteration of the 

last scene in 1940 so that some peasant women 

would appear in traditional costumes as symbols 

of the provinces of Greater Romania instead of 

Carol II and the future King Mihai. As too many 

scenes referred to the role of the monarchy in 

Romania, the fresco was covered by a red 

curtain from 1948-1966 (Hetel, 2022). 

Another work of Costin Petrescu had a 

similar fate – the mural that comprised three 

paintings in the festivities hall of the Academic 

College of the University of Cluj-Napoca, the 

nowadays Auditorium Maximum, and done in 

1938-1939. Its inauguration took place in 1939 

in the presence of a commission that comprised 

Ioan Lupaș, Coriolan Petran and Constantin 

Daicoviciu. It was known back then as The 

Cultural History of Transylvania or The History 

of Affirmation and Resistance of the Romanian 

People through the Struggle and Sacrifice of the 

Most Prominent Representatives of 

Transylvanian Thought. The university 

management operated some changes: Damaschin 

Bojincă was moved from the 1st painting to the 

3rd, being replaced by writers Ion Budai-

Deleanu, Paul Iorgovici and Diaconovici-Loga, 

while Ștefan Octavian-Iosif and Octavian Goga 

were in the 3rd painting.  

The fresco from Cluj had three scenes: the 1st 

one was dedicated to Transylvanian bishops and 

writers, the 2nd was focused on the Transylvanian 

influence on Wallachia, represented by 

Gheorghe Lazăr in the courtyard of the 

monastery St. Sava in Bucharest near his pupils 

Ion Heliade Rădulescu, Petrache Poenaru, 

Eufrosin Poteca, Iordache Golescu, Bishop 

Ilarion of Argeș and Metropolitan Dionisie 

Lupu. The last scene was entitled Distinguished 

Personalities of Transylvania of the 19th and 20th 

Centuries, and depicted Andrei Mureșanu, 

Timotei Cipariu, Simion Bărnuțiu, Andrei 

Șaguna, Vasile Moga, Ștefan Octavian-Iosif, 

George Coșbuc, Octavian Goga, Gheorghe Pop 

de Băsești, Vasile Goldiș, while in the 

background there were buildings and important 

events for the Romanians of Transylvania – the 

Astra Palace, the Orthodox Cathedral of Sibiu, 

the Alba-Iulia Assembly. Because of the Second 

Vienna Award, the mural was covered to avoid 

its destruction, but preserved and rehabilitated in 

1995 (Topârceanu, 1985-1986, 22-23, 707-708; 

Sabău, 2018, 1, 77-136; Florea, 1982, 119-120). 

There are fewer references to Gheorghe 

Lazăr after 1945 but the press registered local 

artistic manifestations dedicated to his 

personality. One of them is the celebration of 

Sibiu in 1967, entitled Cibinium. At the edition 

of 1968, an exhibition of the local subsidiary of 

the Union of Artists of Sibiu was organised. At 

least one portrait was dedicated to the great 

Romanian teacher, considered the father of Sibiu 

art and culture alongside Michael the Great, 

Avraam Iancu and Andrei Șaguna (Tribuna 

Sibiului, 1976, 5976, 3; Rusu, 1976, 43-44, 1). 

Eugen Tăutu (1945-2018) was another 

painter who was interested in the historical 

figure of the founder of Romanian culture. Born 

in Sibiu, Tăutu studied art in Bucharest and 

history in Cluj and shared his life between 

Bucharest, Sibiu and then France, where he 

settled in Bordeaux. He obtained his doctoral 

degree in philosophy at the University of 

Poitiers. He studied art at the Institute Ion 

Andreescu within the University of Bucharest, 

from 1960-1965, being appreciated by his 

mentor Corneliu Baba after his first exhibitions. 

Andrei Pleșu wrote an art chronicle, mentioning 

that the painter is a “sort of god of patience, as 

he knows how to transform every second, every 

movement of the hand in painting Eugen Tăutu’s 

thoroughness obtains what seems to be by 

definition refused to any thoroughness, the 

dimension of monumentality”. (Pleșu, 1973, 29). 

His first exhibitions differentiated him from his 

colleagues Ștefan Iacobescu and Törös Gabor 

and attracted the critics' attention, as “his 

paintings transformed into a fascinating show of 

affirmation of the human sensibility and reason, 

descending the time axis to remake a 

cosmogonical territory” (Pleșu, 1973, 24). 

The art critic Virgil Mocanu referred in the 

'70s to the "Tăutu universe” when his apparition 

was an event. He was appreciated as an 

“authentic painter, a terrestrial force, doubled by 

refinement, speculative capacity, intellectual 

subtlety and total feeling.” (Mocanu, 1987, 16, 

18; Prut, 1970, 30, 7) The best example of his 

work is the fresco at the University of Cluj-

Napoca. The murals from the Aula Magna of the 

University of Cluj-Napoca were done in 1982-
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1987. These scenes were also exposed in a 

personal exhibition of the painter in Dalles room 

in Bucharest in 1987. The reproductions were 

published in Contemporanul with other 

paintings: A Dacian’s Prayer, Gheorghe Lazăr 

or about the Fairytale Youth without Aging and 

Life without Death, Radu Stanca's Sibiu, and The 

Son of the Universe. An extensive art review was 

written concerning the event, praising the painter 

for his “sense of grandeur and his way of 

handling the threads of a fantastic fabric” and for 

his “secret permanent dispute between the word 

and the image” (Constantinescu, 1987, 15, 10).  

After he left for France, Tăutu had an 

exhibition in the chapel Sacre-Coeur at the 

Bordeaux Cathedral Saint-Seurain. One of the 

paintings close to his heart was Youth without 

Aging and Life without Death, which is, in fact, 

a variant of the painting that initially represented 

D. D. Roșca and Sophia-Mona. This painting 

referred to the tragic human existence, a topic 

developed in his work with Gheorghe Lazăr 

from the Aula Magna of Cluj-Napoca 

University. After 2007, when Tăutu came back 

to Sibiu, he had an exhibition at the Ursuline 

Church. Among the six paintings relevant to his 

creation, the one depicting Lazăr in a classical 

style (1962) was also present. The other 

paintings were: The Portrait of Painter Luchian 

(1958), Morning Star – Mihai Eminescu's 

Portrait (1961), Self-portrait (2005), Monsenios 

Pompeius Onofrei's Confession and View of 

Sibiu after Franz Neuhauser´s painting of 1808. 

Tăutu’s passion for history was displayed in this 

careful choice of paintings (Tăutu, 2009, 5-6, 

152; Crișan, 2008, 1, 89-90). 

 

Brief conclusive thoughts 

 

Our study revealed the capacity of Romanian 

society and its elite to honour the memory of the 

great Romanian teacher across two centuries. It 

was evident from the first attempts to erect a 

statue and to paint a portrait that Gheorghe Lazăr 

entered the national pantheon of the 19th century. 

Each century commemorated him in different 

ways that were relevant back then. Lazăr was 

integrated into the nation-building process of the 

19th century, while in the next century, the 

traditional commemorative events were changed 

by the totalitarian regimes, starting with Carol's 

authoritarian regime, and Antonescu's, and 

ending with the communist one.  

Regardless of the era and historical 

personalities considered important, Gheorghe 

Lazăr remained the steady figure in the minds of 

all Romanians from all Romanian provinces. His 

exceptional personality was best described by 

the grand historian Nicolae Iorga as “the first 

teacher of Romanian aspiration”. 
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Fig. 1. Gheorghe Lazăr, statue, 1886, Bucharest, Ion Georgescu. 

 

https://biblioteca-digitala.ro / https://www.brukenthalmuseum.ro



BRUKENTHAL. ACTA MVSEI, XVIII. 5, 2023 

963 

 

 
Fig. 2. Gheorghe Lazăr, bust, 1936, Avrig, Cornel Medrea. 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 3. Gheorghe Lazăr, bust, 1973, Sibiu, Kürtfritz Handel. 
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Fig. 4.  Gheorghe Lazăr, statue, 1984, Sibiu, Radu Aftenie. 

 

 
Fig. 5. Gheorghe Lazăr, statue, 2006, Sibiu, Radu Aftenie. 
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Fig. 6. Gheorghe Lazăr, statue, 2020, Academia Forțelor Terestre, Sibiu, Pavel Mercea. 

 

 

 
Fig. 7. Gheorghe Lazăr, portrait, 1881, Museum of History, Bucharest, Mișu Popp. 
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Fig. 8. Gheorghe Lazăr, portrait,” Gheorghe Lazăr” College of București, Sava Henția. 

 

 

 
Fig. 9. Gheorghe Lazăr, fresco, 1982-1987, Babeș-Bolyai Unoversity of Cluj-Napoca, Eugen Tăutu. 
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Abstract: In rural areas, the family was the core of society, and young people received a status within it 

through marriage. The spouses were expected to live together, as both religious norms and social pressure 

summoned them, although marriage itself was quite hard. Undoing a marital union in a traditional 

society was never easy, and the one that broke up with their partner was often marginalised. We may think 

that in a very religious society, people's behaviour was shaped by the teachings of the Church and 

deviation was rare. Married life was supposed to perpetuate the lineage and the two spouses were to help 

each other to achieve salvation. Nevertheless, the village had its bad habits, which affected couples' lives. 

Illicit love affairs, physical and verbal violence, alcohol, and external intervention (from the mother-in-

law or the man's lovers), all had an impact on family life and sometimes the couple split up, at least for a 

short period. The vocabulary back then was different: they didn't say “they got divorced”, but “they 

split”, “she went from him” and “he left her”. We aim to investigate divorce in the Orthodox society of 

the Bihor County at the end of the 18th century and the first half of the 19th century. Which spouse 

submits a divorce application? What causes divorce? Will the extended family get involved? These are the 

questions we wish to answer. 

Keywords: divorce, bad living conditions, the enmity of life, separation, inquiry, witnesses. 

 

Rezumat: În lumea satului, familia a fost nucleu societății, iar tinerii primeau un statut în cadrul ei prin 

intermediul căsătoriei. Cei căsătoriți erau constrânși, atât de normele religioase, dar mai ales de cele 

nescrise ale societății, să trăiască împreună, chiar dacă mariajul era destul de anevoios. Desfacerea unei 

căsătorii în societatea tradițională se făcea destul de greu, iar persoana care se despărțea era în cele mai 

multe cazuri marginalizată. Am putea spune că, într-o societate religioasă, comportamentul oamenilor a 

fost influențat de învățăturile bisericii, iar abaterile de la normele religioase apoape ca nu au existat. 

Căsătoria și viața de cuplu se presupun a fi căi prin care cei doi soți contribuie la perpetuarea neamului 

prin nașterea de prunci și se desăvârșesc împreună pentru a obține mântuierea. Cuplul din lumea satului 

nu a fost ocolit însă de năravurile proaste. Amorul interzis, violența, fie fizică sau verbală, alcoolul, 

influența din exterior (soacra, mândrele bărbatului), toate acestea au influențat viața cuplului, iar 

separarea, cel puțin pentru o scurtă perioadă de timp era inevitabilă. Atunci se vorbea despre separarea 

cuplului,   „s-o dăspărțât”, „s-o dus dă la iel”, „o lăsat-o”, „o păfugat-o”, acum se discută despre 

divorț. Ne-am propus să cercetăm divorțul în societatea ortodoxă din spațiul bihorean (sfârșitul secolului 

al XVIII-lea și prima jumătate a secolului al XIX-lea). Cine înaintează cererile de divorț sau cine cere 

divorțul, soțul sau soția? Care sunt cauzele divorțului? Familia s-a implicat în procesul de divorț? Sunt 

întrebări la care vom încerca să răspundem. 

Cuvinte-cheie: divorț, traiul rău, vrăjmașia vieții, separare, anchetă, martori. 

 

 

Preliminary aspects 

 

This study attempts at offering an image of 

the divorce in the rural traditional world of 

Bihor. We reconstituted the image based on the 

available documents, highlighting the reasons 

invoked by men or women in order to obtain a 

separation. It is worth mentioning that those who 

inflicted pain were referred to as those who "ate 

their chance”. Among other aspects of the paper, 

we focus on the perception of the two directly 

involved in the divorce and different 

expectations, as well as the community's 

contribution in this process. We cannot state the 

dynamic of divorce in the Bihor area, but we can 

ascertain that divorce brought variation in the 

life of the couple and the community as a whole. 

The oldest divorce process we analyse dates 
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back to 1784, while 1840 is the ending year of 

the analysed period. The analysed documents are 

from the Bihor region, from the plain area to the 

villages situated on the western hills or at the 

foothills of the Apuseni Mountains, including 

the urban environment. 

 

Laws and divorce causes 

  

Concerning the divorce practice, it was 

regulated by the canonical Orthodox law and the 

marriage patency of 1783. According to patency, 

marriage is inseparable, but it may be dissolved 

based on impotency or sterility. The so-called 

“bed and meal separation” is granted for a 

period in the case one of the spouses 

misbehaved. Regarding the non-Catholic 

confessions, they were granted the possibility to 

ask for a divorce. It could be requested when 

one spouse would put in danger the other, in 

case of adultery, leaving the home for at least 

three years and in case of unquenched hatred on 

behalf of one spouse (Dumitran, 2007, 98). At 

first, the “bed and meal separation” was 

installed, and then, on both parties' request, the 

final separation (Dumitran, 2007, 98). The 

divorced persons could remarry except those 

who were guilty of homicide or adultery 

(Dumitran, 2007, 98). According to the 

canonical Orthodox law, the couple’s separation 

may be requested under the following 

circumstances: adultery and poor behaviour 

associated with debauchery, one spouse 

dedicating to monasticism, the “bad living” and 

the “enmity of life”, family’s abandonment, 

incurable illness (epilepsy, leprosy etc.), 

impotence or infertility, apostasy and heresy 

(Arhim, Floaca, 2005, 386-388; Ghițulescu-

Vintilă 2011, 268).      

We analysed documents of 15 divorce cases: 

requests for divorce, surveys and witnesses' 

testimonies, and petitions addressed to the 

consistory by the persons involved in the divorce 

process. Most requests were filed by women (10 

out of 15); the rest were filed by men. The term 

“divorce” was not used in that period; the 

documents mention the breakup of the couple: 

“they broke up”, “he/she left her/him” and “he 

banished her”. They were not asking for a 

divorce, but for freedom, split, or separation. 

The invoked causes are diverse, but are linked to 

the stipulations of the patency and canons of the 

Orthodox Church. The most invoked causes by 

women are separated into two categories: 

adultery and “bad living”/ “enmity of life”. 

Violence, drunkenness, the squandering of the 

fortune/wife's dowry, the husband's disregard for 

the family's needs and adultery are the wives' 

mentioned causes. In most cases, violence and 

drunkenness describe the already mentioned 

“bad living”. In the husband's case, the motives 

invoked are illnesses (epilepsy), the wife's 

desertion and “life endanger”. The same causes 

may be found in the divorce cases from 

Wallachia of the 18th century (Ghițulescu-Vintilă 

2011).   

 

Divorce perception in communities from 

Bihor 

  

Those 15 persons who filed for separation 

perceive it differently. While men asked for it 

with remarriage in mind, women see it as a way 

of escaping a wretched life, similar to hell. Some 

women are willing to give their husbands 

another chance if they changed their behaviour. 

Women’s inclination to forgive their husbands 

(who sometimes were torturers rather than 

helpers during their marriage) is common for the 

entire Romanian space. Constanța Vintilă-

Ghițulescu describes the same attitude in women 

from Wallachia. At the beginning of the 19th 

century, women from the Bihor area expressed 

the same attitude and ideas concerning the man’s 

and woman’s role within marriage that the 

women from Wallachia stated in the 18th century. 

The conception that the man must take care of 

the household and family by earning the daily 

bread, while the woman has to administer the 

goods is common in both geographical areas. 

Brândău Evdochia described thoroughly the life 

of the couple and the husband's behaviour. She 

addressed the consistory from Oradea six 

months after the separation from her husband, 

expressing her fear that in case the divorce was 

not granted, she would have to reunite with him. 

Also, she described her sufferings during the 

marriage and her husband's behaviour, along 

with her expectations from him, adding how she 

had been coping with the situation during 

marriage and after separation. 

When writing the request, the woman 

mentioned that the “bed and meal separation” 

was done, as well as no longer sharing the same 

house. Evdochia listed the reasons she had 

thought her husband had wanted the 

reconciliation: “As I understood now, he wanted 

to get back together though I don’t know why. 

Maybe because of the few cattle that I have so 

that he could pay off his debts, the same as he 
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had done before. Or maybe to sell the cattle that 

I own to drink the money in pubs, while I would 

be left ashamed on the street” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, 

fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 124). 

The wife describes her husband’s behaviour 

during their marriage: “… since we married not 

only did he earn something, but he didn't buy me 

anything to wear and expected me to provide, 

which I had done” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 124). She 

also expressed the idea that the husband was 

supposed to provide for his family and be the 

head of the family, as in the same way, Christ is 

the head of the Church. She was also ironical 

about her husband's earnings for their 

household: "…he was concerned with making 

the pubs' owners rich, not our household” 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 3H, 124). She insisted that the root of their 

troubles was her husband’s alcohol addiction: 

“… They say that the source of all evil lies in the 

drunkenness” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox 

Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 124). Therefore, she 

asked the consistory to search for the truth, as 

her husband promised to change his behaviour 

and to care for his family: “Now he vowed to 

take care of me and to be a better man. I ask the 

honourable council to watch over his vow and 

worthiness to uncover the truth” (A.N.D.J. 

Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 

124). 

Evdochia’s petition is comprehensive and 

well-written, pointing out how to test her 

husband's truthfulness: “Order him to show how 

much money he earned in a year and a half since 

we got separated” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 124). She 

also explained the duties she performed in her 

husband's place: “Because he didn't buy 

firewood and food; he had no children to feed 

and still he spent nothing on what is necessary 

for a household. And I struggled to fulfil all his 

duties; on top of that, I can show my earnings” 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 3H, 124). This is the reason she believed her 

husband wanted to get back together so that he 

would be looked after, because of her money and 

work, not because of his love: “… he said that 

other women are better than me, so let him 

remain in their company” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 124). 

Concluding her petition, Evdochia asked the 

consistory to grant her the separation and 

showed under which circumstances she would 

get back together with her husband. Though she 

was determined to finalise the separation, she 

took into consideration reconciling if he stopped 

drinking and started earning money. She stressed 

her husband’s behaviour and the importance of 

the material aspect without mentioning love. 

Although she stated he did not love her, feelings 

are not among the conditions to get back 

together. Therefore, it may be concluded that 

marriage was in many cases a means of mutual 

support – the man was earning money, while the 

woman was taking care of the household. 

Feelings were thus secondary. Evdochia’s 

husband also had to give up debauchery, as she 

was willing to give him another chance if he 

paid all his debts and gathered some money: “I 

will not stay with my husband until he paid off 

all his debts and earned some money; that is how 

I would know that he deserted his iniquities and 

he was worthy to support his wife.” (A.N.D.J. 

Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3H, 

124).  

The main causes of divorce were 

drunkenness, violence, the “bad living” or the 

“enmity of life.” The three causes coexisted, as 

in many cases drunkenness brought violence or 

the bad living or domestic violence contributed 

to the bad living and the enmity of life. The 

sufferings of the women of Bihor are similar to 

those from Wallachia, Transylvania and the 

entire European space of the 18th century (Miron 

2020, 576-578). The Orthodox consistory of 

Oradea established some rules according to 

which a woman could ask for separation from 

her husband in case of domestic violence. The 

Wallachian Sfânta Pravilă defined the “enmity 

of live” (Vintilă-Ghițulescu 2011, 270). Some 

slaps given by a husband were not considered a 

reasons to ask for separation. In Wallachia, 

women had to prove that their husband was 

beating them up frequently, without reason and 

involving the rod (Vintilă-Ghițulescu 2011, 271).  

Based on the analysed documents, the 

“enmity of life” had three forms in the Bihor 

area: the endured domestic violence, 

drunkenness and the involvement of a family 

member in the couple's life (usually mother-in-

law or sister-in-law). Concerning the domestic 

violence, there is little evidence that the gravity 

was taken into account, but the divorce cases are 

similar, especially the witnesses' testimonies: 

“put her down”, “pulled her head” and “hit her 

with his foot”. As Constanța Vintilă-Ghițulescu 

mentioned, several slaps were not considered 

real reasons for a divorce by the Oradea 

consistory, but rather a normal behaviour.  
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Analysing the divorce cases of Bugaio Maria 

of 1813 (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese 

Oradea, file 6, 1) and Ecaterina from Husasău of 

1814 (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese 

Oradea, file 7, 73), we could observe the same 

behaviour in the case of a peasant and of a 

teacher (who was supposed to be a role model 

for the community). More specifically, 

Ecaterina, the teacher’s wife (called dăscălița by 

the villagers who testified at the trial) endured 

the same sufferings as Maria. We must point out 

the same type of domestic violence in both 

cases: put down to earth and hit repeatedly in 

Maria’s case, and pulled down and hit with a 

braided rope suitable for cattle in Ecaterina’s 

case (as witnesses recalled). In both cases, the 

women ran away either to their parents or to a 

faraway place to be safe. The bad living was also 

caused by verbal violence: cursing with sexual 

connotations, profanity and also calling the wife 

a “whore”. As documents show, the husband 

showed his strength through violence, as the 

wife was supposed to be submissive to the 

husband, becoming his property (Vintilă-

Ghițulescu 2011, 279). The first witness in 

Ecaterina’s case stated that the teacher was 

bragging that he had beaten his wife heavily 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 7, 73). The last witness, Maria Lăzuran, 

mentioned that the teacher's uncle bragged about 

beating up his wife (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 7, 73).  

The husband that “takes advantage” of his 

wife is highlighted in the documents. He takes 

advantage of her dowry, her income, or her 

strength to work. Iuhas Mihai, Maria Bugaia’s 

husband, was a typical example of a husband 

who took advantage of his wife. Because of bad 

living, she fled to her parents, while Mihai asked 

her repeatedly to come back to work for him, not 

for other people: “When picking corn, her 

husband met her on the street, grabbed her hair, 

pulled her down, hit her with his feet and told 

her to come back home, as it had been better to 

work for him than for someone else, then he left 

her there” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox 

Diocese Oradea, file 6, 1). When meeting his 

wife, Iuhas Mihai first beat her up and then 

called her to come back home.  

There is a different perception of divorce or 

separation. While women ask for separation 

invoking the “bad living”, men ask for freedom 

to remarry. Out of five divorce cases when the 

husband requested the separation, in three cases, 

the reason is the wife's flight. Only one case 

invoked a different reason for a divorce.  

In 1794, Indreio Mitru from Borșa filed a 

request to the consistory asking for the freedom 

to remarry. He got married seven years ago and 

his marriage was short-lived, as his wife ran 

away from him. It is evident that he had waited 

for seven years to ask permission to remarry, as 

he was searching for a wife in the meantime 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 3, 356).   

The case “Lezeu Todorici” of 1808 offers a 

glimpse into a different divorce case. Lezeu 

Toderici, an inhabitant of Hidișelul de Sus filed 

a request for his son's separation to the 

consistory of Oradea in January 1808. It is clear 

that in 1797, his son married a girl from Mierlău 

and their marriage lasted one year and a half; 

then his daughter-in-law fled. The father-in-law 

also wrote that the girl was forced into marriage 

and spent that time unwillingly (A.N.D.J. Bihor, 

fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 4, 116). 

After she ran away, the first steps towards a 

separation were taken, as she “tried to stab my 

son” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese 

Oradea, file 4, 116). Soon after reporting the 

case to the consistory, the wife wished for the 

separation, but the husband and his family 

wanted to give her another chance. In 1808 

Lezeu Toderici filed another request for his 

son’s freedom: “It’s been nine years since 

waiting for her to come back and she didn’t, so 

my son wishes to remarry” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, 

fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 4, 116). 

Granting another chance to a relationship may 

be a sign of responsibility, but it was most 

probably the consistory’s decision (even in 

Evdochia’s case the consistory recommended 

reconciliation). We may infer that before 

pronouncing the separation/divorce the 

procedure was to reconcile the couple. 

Theoretically, in 1799, at the first hearing a 

separation could be obtained but it is unknown if 

a divorce was so easily attained. The father was 

asking to “… give [the two] the freedom to go 

separate ways, as the wife didn’t come back 

during these years from her wandering, while he 

was waiting and didn’t search to remarry” 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 4, 116). 

Comparing the two cases, we notice the 

similarities: wives were not from within the 

community. In the first case, the wife was from 

Transylvania, but served in the village Borșa, 

while in the second case, the wife was from 
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Mierlău, near the village Hidișelul de Sus. Both 

husbands had waited for their wives and knew 

nothing of their whereabouts (“I searched for 

her, but could not find anything” (A.N.D.J. 

Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 3, 

356). Another similarity is the status of the 

abandoned husband, humiliated within the 

community. The wife's gesture of leaving him 

was an act of defiance against the husband's 

authority over her life, weakening thus his 

manhood in the eyes of the community. A saying 

from the Bihor area still recurrent nowadays, 

especially for mothers of sons is the following: 

“She ate my son's good fortune”, meaning that 

the wife precluded him to settle down and start a 

family, build a house and raise a fortune. The 

same good fortune is also mentioned by Indreio 

Mitru in his request: “…I am fairly aware how 

she deceived me and hampered me to marry and 

grow wealth, as I cannot look after my land” 

(A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund Orthodox Diocese Oradea, 

file 3, 356).  

Crăstian Ioan from Băița and Vasile from 

Forău aim for the same while requesting the 

separation from their wives: they wish to 

remarry and start a family. The reason for 

requesting a separation is the fact that their 

wives could not conceive and give them an heir. 

In 1784, the archpriest of Beiuș, Ioan Ștef, 

together with the priest from Băița searched if 

Crăstian Ioan’s reason was true. The midwife 

and another woman from the village testified in 

his favour. Both stated that his wife was 

“unsuitable” and could not bear children. She 

was pregnant three times but suffered 

miscarriages (Găvănescu, 1940, 37). In 1817, 

the priest from Forău reported the troubles 

Vasile had with his wife, Anisia. She was sick, 

most probably suffering from epilepsy. The 

couple had been married for three years, and the 

girl's family concealed the fact that she was sick. 

The priest described how her sickness 

manifested (“she had the bad spirit” and 

mentioned that “she had not been worthy of a 

man”. Thus, Anisia wanted to grant Vasile the 

freedom to remarry (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 9, 160). His 

wife’s sickness was the reason Vasile requested 

the separation.   

Another case of separation that ended with 

the couple’s reconciliation was the case of Toma 

Borza and his wife, Anița from Ionașda. In 1824, 

the priest Dimitrie Popovici from Păușa sent a 

notice to the consistory of Oradea where the 

conclusions of a judicial survey were presented. 

From the priest's report, we find out that the 

couple was separated. The priest found them 

both guilty after inquiring about the matter: “I 

sent to Ionașda to find out more … about the 

situation between Borza Toma and Koș Anița. 

And going there, gathering with the priests and 

the mayor and the landlords, I looked into the 

matter. And upon finding them both guilty, they 

got back together…” (A.N.D.J. Bihor, fund 

Orthodox Diocese Oradea, file 14, 189).  

  

Involving the community in the divorce 

process 

 

Involving the community in the divorce 

process was done on three levels. Firstly, the 

priest was involved, playing several roles in a 

divorce. The priest was the “agent” of the 

consistory and had to search for details 

concerning the cause of divorce. He was also 

supposed to establish the guilty party or the 

immoral behaviour of either the wife or the 

husband. The priest was the mediator between 

the wife and the husband, having the role of 

reconciling the two. He was also the 

representative of the couple or one of them. In 

the case of Vasile and Anisia, it is probable that 

the priest Stan Vasile wrote the report about 

Anisia granting freedom to her husband.  

Secondly, the village representatives or the 

lay authorities (birăul, or the judge; nowadays 

the term is equivalent to mayor, the founders of 

the church, or the landlord were important 

people within the community, and became 

guarantors. Sometimes they made sure that a 

decision is respected or they testified the truth 

written in a report. For example, the letter of the 

priest from Forău was signed by birăul of the 

village. The testimonies of the two women from 

Băița were also signed by the lay authority of the 

village. In some situations, the lay people got 

involved in the cases, in fieldwork interviewing 

witnesses. That was the case of Borza Toma and 

his wife from Borșa.   

The last hypostasis of community 

involvement is the extended families of both 

husband and wife in the separation/ divorce 

process. The families got involved in the 

process, such as Lezeu Toderici who filed a 

petition in his son's name. In many cases, the 

parents supported their children, advising their 

daughters not to give chances to their husbands. 

Constanța Vintilă-Ghițulescu mentioned some 

examples of family involvement in a divorce 

process. Ultimately, the community was the first 
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judge in a divorce case, debating and analysing 

through gossip the case and also giving the 

verdict, finding the culprit. But at the same time, 

the community united in most cases with the 

wife. Although more women were willing to 

testify in the wife's favour, some men offered to 

help with their testimonies.  

 

Conclusions  

 

The traditional community was no stranger to 

the matter of divorce, though it had a different 

term for the phenomenon – separation or getting 

freedom. The number of women who took the 

initiative to get a divorce was higher than that of 

men. In addition, the reasons for filing for 

divorce were different in the case of men and 

women. While women perceive divorce as a way 

of escaping a miserable life, full of deprivation 

and suffering, men regarded divorce as a 

possibility to remarry and start a family.  

We must also highlight the resemblance 

between the women from the Bihor area and 

those from Wallachia in the 18th century. The 

same causes for divorce are specific to both 

spaces. One can also find the same female 

attitude towards divorce. Women from both 

spaces were willing to grant another chance to 

their husbands if they changed their behaviour.  

The attitude of the Church concerning 

divorce was a reserved one. Although divorce 

was possible and mentioned in the canons of the 

Orthodox Church and the lay legislation, the 

representatives of the Orthodox Church from the 

Bihor area focused on the reconciliation of the 

couple. Only when reconciliation had not 

worked, based on the reports and requests, the 

divorce was granted. Based on the analysed 

cases, we may state that it was easier for a man 

to obtain a divorce, given the different reasons 

invoked.
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Abstract: The study brings into the foreground the unknown personality of Vasile Bărbat (1925-1963), a 

representative of the Romanian diaspora in 1947-1963. The aim of the article is to recover an emblematic 

biography of a Romanian intellectual exiled to Rome, setting it in the post-war context. During his exile, 

Father Bărbat prepared his doctoral thesis, known mainly through the abstracts published in that period. 

His work did not benefit, though, from a proper reception in the specialized literature. The recovery of 

the manuscript of the doctoral thesis created a favourable circumstance for its integral restitution. It also 

offered an occasion to reconstruct a difficult and complex moment in the history of the Romanian Greek 

Catholic Church, declared illegal by the communist regime in Romania. 

Keywords: identity, academic wanderer, Transylvania, Blaj, clandestine church, oppressed church, 

repression. 

 

Rezumat: Studiul aduce în atenție personalitatea necunoscută a lui Vasile Bărbat (1925-1963) un 

reprezentant al diasporei românești din perioada 1947-1963 și își propune recuperarea unei biografii 

emblematice a unui intelectual român exilat la Roma prin punerea ei, desigur, în contextul postbelic.  

În timpul refugiului, pr. Bărbat și-a pregătit teza de doctorat, cunoscută prin intermediul unor rezumate 

publicate în epocă, dar care nu a beneficiat de receptarea cuvenită în literatura de profil. Recuperarea 

manuscrisului disertației a creat circumstanța favorabilă restituirii lui integrale și prilejul reconstituirii 

unui moment complex și dificil din istoria Bisericii Române Unite Greco-Catolică scoasă în acea 

perioadă în afara legii de regimul comunist din România. 

Cuvinte-cheie: identitate, peregrin academic, Transilvania, Blaj, biserică clandestină, biserică oprimată, 

represiune. 

 

 

Introduction   

 

Vasile Bărbat (1925-1963) belonged to the 

last generation who went to study in Rome 

before the dismantling of the Greek Catholic 

Church. This generation included Octavian 

Bârlea (1913-2005), Vasile Cristea (1906-1987), 

Petru Gherman (1921-2016), George Surdu 

(1914-2001), and Vasile Zăpârțan (1918-

1976). Vasile Bărbat followed in the footsteps of 

the martyr bishops at the Collegium de 

Propaganda Fide (Iuliu Hossu, Vasile Aftenie) 

or the Greek Collegium (Ioan Suciu and Tit 

Liviu Chinezu).  

Surprisingly, 16 years after the interdiction of 

the “Greek Catholic cult” in Romania, Vasile 

Bărbat’s doctoral thesis abstract appeared in 

Rome, in the journal of the Pontifical Oriental 

Institute, S.J. L'institution de l'office du 

´théologien´ dans I'Eglise Roumaine Unie (S.J. 

Bărbat, 1963b, 155-200). It contained the 

author’s brief biography and his photography 

from the time of his Roman studies (S.J. Bărbat, 

1963b, 202-203). In 1968, through Societatea 

Academică Română (founded in 1955 in Rome), 

Octavian Bârlea published an extensive 

fragment from the same thesis of the late Jesuit 

priest (Bărbat, 1968, 213-245).  

Vasile Bărbat’s research results permeated 

the scientific circles of the domain, first in the 

diaspora, then in Romania. This “timid 

assimilation” can be explained. Firstly, the thesis 

topic was unapproachable in Romania, given the 

fact that, despite the Romanian United Church 

being illegal, it still functioned underground; 

thus, the research entered through these 

channels. In addition, the author was a refugee; 

O. Bârlea’s works were in the same situation. 

Secondly, the topic was unpopular in the Greek 

Catholic environment, where the vision of 

Școala Ardeleană prevailed. It regarded the 

theologian as the main factor of the Latinization 

of the Greek Catholic Church and the instrument 

of control and censorship, by the Roman 
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Catholic metropolitan of Esztergom, of the 

bishop of Blaj.  

After the Greek Catholic Church left the 

underground (1990), the recovery of the domain 

and the topic brought the integration of those 

two abstracts into the specialized literature. 

Thus, in 1992, the abstract published in Rome in 

1963 was translated into Romanian, with the 

preface of the editors Dr. Cristian Langa and 

Emil Puni S. J. (Bărbat, 1992, XI-XIII). Thirty 

years later, while commemorating the banning of 

the Greek Catholic Church, the original copy of 

Bărbat’s doctoral thesis, kept in the library of the 

Pontifical Oriental Institute (PIO in Italian) in 

Rome, was valorised in a critical edition (Bărbat, 

2023)1.  

The fact that the author of the thesis 

remained virtually unknown for most of us 

offers us the opportunity to present his 

biography, as it is emblematic for an exiled 

Romanian intellectual in the post-war period. 

Although Bărbat was a specialist in Oriental 

ecclesiastical history, the critical reception of 

this field was missing from the specialized 

historiography, except in Remus Câmpeanu’s 

analysis (Câmpeanu, 2003, 197-217). It must be 

noted that Bărbat’s research topic was 

mentioned exclusively due to the abstract of the 

thesis, published in 1963; none of the authors 

used the monograph that had been neglected in 

the library.  

 

Vasile Bărbat and his age 

 

Despite the archival materials regarding 

Greek Catholics in the twentieth century being 

kept accidentally, they offer generous 

information about Vasile Bărbat’s education. He 

was born on 10 February 1925, in the family of 

the shoemaker Vasile and Carolina, in the 

village Sâncel, near Blaj, in a family with six 

boys: Roman (born in 1914), Toader (born in 

1921), Traian (born in 1924, killed in World 

War II), Vasile (born in 1925), Nicolae (born in 

1931), and Ion (born in 1937, teacher of the 

Romanian language in Cluj). When he was 11 

years old, in 1936-1937, Vasile was a pupil at 

the Romanian United High School “St. Basil the 

Great” of Blaj, where he had mediocre results in 

the first four years (Alba County National 

                                                           
1 The typed manuscript of 339 pages and Appendix 

with nine documents (22 pages) was stored at the PIO 

library (no, 161) and edited recently by Laura 

Stanciu, translated by Irina - Cristina Mărginean.  

Archives, Reg.128/1939-1940, f.2.). Moreover, 

in his fifth grade he was flunking French and 

chemistry-physics, thus repeating one year. In 

June 1941 he passed these exams and was a 

student in the fifth grade; the next years (1942-

1945) were uneventful, as well as lacking 

spectacular results.  

After 1 December 1918, the Greek Catholic 

Church had a complex relationship with the 

Romanian State.2 Cohabitation with the 

Romanian Orthodox Church, which had the 

majority in Greater Romania, was difficult. The 

Greek Catholic Church became a minority 

church in the context of the newly united 

Romanian state (the Constitution of 1923) after 

being the main and most powerful church in 

Transylvania. Even if the situation of the Greek 

Catholic Church became more stable after 

adopting the Law of the Cults (1928), it was 

complicated after the Concordat and during 

World War II. Moreover, it deteriorated with the 

Second Vienna Award (30 August 1940), and 

during Antonescu’s regime (Bucur, 2003, 116-

126). The Soviet occupation started in the 

autumn of 1944 and the gradual installation of 

the communist regime brought about a 

devastating period. It was also when the 

disintegration of the “Greek Catholic cult” took 

place, with the so-called “lawless decree” in 

Iuliu Hossu’s vision (Hossu, 2003, 143; Decree 

358 of 1 December 1948). The persecution 

escalated and overlapped with the forced 

comeback of the Orthodox Church, which did 

not oppose the process. The Orthodox Church 

wanted the elimination of bi-confessionalism 

among Romanians (Bozgan, 2022) and the 

chance to confiscate the material and symbolic 

patrimony of the Greek Catholic Church.3 But 

the clergy of the Romanian United Church 

                                                           
2 In the inter-war period, Romania was not as friendly 

with the Greek Catholic Church as its believers 

would have expected. For a detailed image of the 

evolution of the Romanian United Church after 1918, 

see Bucur 2003, 63-66, 77-83; Turcu 2017, passim. 
3 The Orthodox confessional historiography (Silviu 

Dragomir, Ștefan Meteș, Dumitru Stăniloaie, Mircea 

Păcurariu, etc.) amplified and distorted ideologically 

the thesis of disrespecting the tradition and the so-

called “ancestral law” by Romanians embracing the 

religious unity with the Church of Rome (1697-

1701), see Stanciu, 2014, 253-260. In doing so, the 

Greek Catholics were stigmatized and transformed 

into traitors who lacked patriotism, see Vasile, 2003, 

280-285, 290-292. 
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continued to have their holly mass clandestinely 

(1948-1989).4  

In the inter-war period, the scarcity of 

materials and curriculum of the Blaj schools was 

repeatedly criticized at the inspections of 

Vatican representatives (1923-1924, 1938) 

(Ghișa, 2010, 25-36). Together with the war 

destructions, the situation got worse and was 

fully felt by the Blaj society, where the teachers 

were donating monthly from their salary and 

accepted to be paid in goods (food, clothes, or 

firewood). The schools of Blaj were deeply 

affected by the war, hunger, poverty, and the 

Second Vienna Award (1940-1944). Indeed, the 

material state of the pupils and students became 

more and more precarious. The educational 

process took place in improper conditions of war 

and military occupation, with many refugees. 

For example, during the summer holidays of 

1944, pupils and teachers worked three days a 

week for the community, while after the 9th of 

September 1944, the campus was occupied by 

allied military troops, which led to countless 

damages (Tatai, Tatai-Baltă, 2017, 120-123). 

The educational spaces housed Romanian 

refugees from Bukovina and Bessarabia, while 

the food was given to pupils and students on 

rationalized cards, ensured mostly by the 

agricultural farm in Sâncel. Even the 

metropolitan’s car was requisitioned by the 

Soviet troops. We must mention that those who 

studied theology were exempted from military 

service till the age of 27 if they were not 

ordained.5  

In this atmosphere, Vasile Bărbat became a 

student at the Theological Academy in Blaj, the 

first in alphabetical order of 25 students. As can 

be seen in the grade book signed by Dean 

Gheorghe Dănilă on 29 June 1946, Bărbat had 

good and very good results (SJAAN.FAT, J1: 

1869-1948, f. 6v-7r, 10.). Unfortunately, we 

cannot retrieve the curriculum, but we have 

access to the titles of the subjects that were 

taught (Rus, 2005, 42-47).  

                                                           
4 It was estimated that, in 1948, 50% of the priests 

did not sign the agreement to “come back” to the 

Orthodox Church (Vasile, 2003, 220), while in the 

summer of 1948, the Vatican decided to support a 

clandestine Greek Catholic hierarchy (Cipăianu, 

2015, 43). For the repression against Greek Catholics 

and their “resistance” see Bucur, 2003, 229-254.  
5 The Metropolitan asked for exemption for military 

service for some students, including Bărbat, see the 

Alba County National Archives, Fund Greek Catholic 

Theological Academy Blaj 1/1946, f.332.  

We can have an idea of the atmosphere and 

values transmitted by the Blaj academy. Most of 

the high-school teachers came from peasant 

families; the same is true about two of the 

professors (Ioan Florea and A. Popa), while the 

rest were priests’ sons. The only exception was 

Ioan Suciu, whose father was running the 

archdiocese printing house. Of all the high-

school teachers, almost all of them graduated 

theological studies and were ordained priests 

(except Pavel Dan); most of them graduated 

from other faculties (Letters, History, 

Philosophy, Geography, Natural Sciences, 

Dramatic Arts, Music, Sport) in Cluj (Nicolae 

Comșa, Pavel Dan, Coriolan Suciu, Nicolae 

Țărină, Sigismund Toduță, Gheorghe Veliciu), 

Bucharest (Victor Crețu, Ștefan Manciulea, 

Laurean Puia, Ioan Florea), Iași (Simion 

Gizdavu) or abroad (Ștefan Pop, Iuliu Maior, 

Coriolan Suciu, Sigismund Toduță). Some of 

them defended their doctoral theses in the 

country or abroad (Ștefan Manciulea, Coriolan 

Suciu, Ioan Suciu, Sigismund Toduță). S. 

Toduță became a member of the Romanian 

Academy, while Ștefan Manciulea was awarded 

by the Romanian Academy, and some were 

owners or editors of journals and newspapers. 

Some professors were awarded by the King of 

Romania (Iuliu Maior, Ștefan Pop, Coriolan 

Suciu, Sigismund Toduță); others were involved 

in political activity (Simion Gizdavu, Augustin 

Popa). All professors studies in Rome, except 

Gheorghe Dănilă and Augustin Popa (Theology 

in Budapest and Vienna, respectively) and Ioan 

Florea (Bucharest) (Comșa, Seiceanu, 1994, 

151-152, 156-157, 164-174, 84-186, 200-201, 

281). Almost all teachers and professors were 

well-known personalities of the age – writers or 

researchers.  

Bărbat had undisputable role models and the 

chance to be guided by two young and 

promising intellectuals of the time – Ioan Suciu 

and Tit Liviu Chinezu. Both became bishops and 

died in communist prisons, later being beatified 

by Pope Francisc (2019). Ioan Suciu was his 

teacher in high school, while the latter was 

enrolled in the Academy. Bărbat admired them 

and watched over their destiny after leaving the 

country. After 1948, some professors were 

surveyed by the Securitate (Gavril Pop, 

Alexandru Todea), and many of them ended up 

in prisons of the communist regime (Ștefan 

Manciulea, Eugen Popa, Ioan Suciu, Tit Liviu 

Chinezu, Alexandru Todea) or were in house 

arrest (Eugen Popa, Ioan Suciu, Tit Liviu 
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Chinezu, Alexandru Todea). Most of them had 

to give up their teaching activity and some had 

to leave Blaj (Gheorghe Veliciu) or even the 

country (Augustin Popa).  

In December 1946, V. Bărbat was in his 

second year at the Theological Academy, along 

with 20 other men, but his destiny was different. 

He was sent to Rome by bishop Ioan Suciu. On 

21 March, Bărbat left Blaj by train to Bucharest, 

Constanța, then by ship to Odessa, Haifa, 

Jerusalem, Beirut, Marseilles, Naples, and 

Rome6. The eternal city was marked by the 

horrors of the war, in a defeated country, after 

the fascist regime. The young student belonged 

to the last generation to reach the College Pio 

Romeno7, as the communist regime forbade 

young Romanians to study in Rome; the College 

trained young students of other oriental 

churches, too. The Blaj School offered enough 

information to help the young Romanian student 

to keep up with the higher educational standards 

in Rome. Bărbat managed to build a predictable 

academic career and an intellectual profile 

impossible to imagine in post-war Romania.  

The Pontifical College Pio Romeno, where 

Bărbat lived, was situated in the modern 

building on the hill Gianicolo. The Vatican of 

that period was a fascinating and prosperous 

world to the young student, despite the post-war 

difficulties. As many exiled Romanians, he paid 

attention to all the news from Romania, 

experiencing nostalgia, homesickness and worry 

about everything that was going on at home (as 

we can understand from some letters). The 

rumours about the arrests and persecutions of the 

political opponents of the communist regime 

reached him soon enough8 after he arrived in 

Rome (July 1947 – Onișoru 2008, 300-302).  

The Roman atmosphere was marked by the 

papacy of Pope Pius XII (1939-1958). He was 

an agent of peace and balance, a fighter against 

poverty during the war, an enemy of 

communism, and Stalin’s adversary during the 

Cold War. Pope Pius XII was careful and 

                                                           
6 He reached Rome on 14 April, according to his 

letter addressed to his mother (Duquenne SJ, 

Lechințan ms.).  
7 The College was founded by Pope Benedict XV 

(1914-1922), but it was open to Romanian students 

only from 1937, during Pope Pius XI.  
8 “Write me about the news in Blaj, as I heard of 

some arrests” – fragment from a letter written to 

Vasile’s mother, sent from Sant Anatoia Monastery 

(near Perugia, Umbria), on 1 October 1947 (Credință 

și iubire no. 4, December 2005, 5-6). 

sensitive to the sufferings of his brethren from 

the Communist Block. He was a defender of the 

Greek Catholic Church; he named Bishop 

Alexandru Todea (1950) and admired and 

empathized with all the 12 Romanian bishops 

and martyrs of the faith.  

Although Catholic education was also in a 

crucial moment of reconstruction after the war 

(Malgeri, 1980, 132-180; Ceci, 2013, 11-20; 

Pioppi, 2021, 12-35), Vasile Bărbat had a 

complex horizon opening up to him. He 

benefited from the Catholic formative 

infrastructure and the Jesuit solidarity, which 

helped him grow. The Romanian dissidence 

circle in the post-war period was also infested 

with denouncers and elements of the Securitate, 

reporting back to the communist Romanian 

state. The dean at Pio Romeno was Father V. 

Cristea9, and the vice-dean was G. Cosma. 

Bărbat was studying alongside Romanians10, 

Greeks, Italians, and Germans.  

On 10 October 1947, Bărbat started the 

second year of studies of Philosophy at the 

Urban College de Propaganda Fide11. He 

attended the courses of Philosophy at the 

Pontificate University Urbaniana and continued 

Theology between 1948-1950 (years I and II). 

The compatibility of the curricula of Blaj and 

Urbaniana helped the young student; his equated 

results are telling. Graduating Theology (1950), 

he obtained Baccalaureatus, with Bene 

probatus, gaining 32 credits out of 40.  

The Roman ambiance represented a decisive 

formative period, shaping the young Romanian’s 

intellect. Three out of seven Greek Catholic 

                                                           
9 V. Cristea was the dean of the college (1946-1970) 

and participated in the Ecumenical Council of 

Vatican II (1964); he was also the bishop of the 

Greek Catholic Romanians in exile (apud Stângaciu, 

2019, 362, 272).  
10 According to the board in the hall of the College 

Pio Romeno, Vasile Mărgineanu and Mircea Boac 

were also students in 1950, as well as the priests 

Pamfil Cârnațiu (1919-2009), the only Romanian 

anchor at Radio Vatican (with whom Vasile kept in 

touch till his death), and Ioan Popa, Ulpiu Bârlea, as 

well as the anti-communist dissident Ioan A. Tăutu 

(1895-1981). The College was closed in 1950; at that 

moment, 98 theologians lived in the assigned villa 

(apud Stângaciu, 2019, 274-276, 356, 394-395). 
11 In his letter sent to his family on 20 October 1947, 

Bărbat wrote: “I signed up for the 2nd year of 

Philosophy as the 1st year of Blaj studies was 

accepted” (Credință și iubire, no. 4, December 2005, 

3-4). 
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bishops and martyrs had been educated here - 

Ioan Suciu, Vasile Aftenie, and Tit Liviu 

Chinezu. From 1950-1952, Bărbat studied 

Theology (years III and IV) at Pontificio 

Collegio Graecorum (Acta Pontificii Instituti 

Orientalium Studiorum, 1963-1964, 21-22). His 

study results were significant, according to the 

transcript of records from the secretary of the 

university. At the end of his studies, the qualifier 

for faith (professio fidei) was eminent, and he 

got a grade of 7 for his Bachelor degree.  

In his letters of this period, V. Bărbat 

announced that there had been 3-4 study 

positions for his colleagues. Although he left the 

country, thinking to come back home after his 

studies, as is evident from his letters, the 

communist oppressive regime transformed him 

into an academic wanderer forever. That 

decision was taken after finding out about the 

fate of his brethren (Stângaciu, 2019, 269-292); 

Cârja, 2022, 177-182). We suppose he had 

known of the arrest in corpore of the Greek 

Catholic priests (28th of October 1948) and he 

had found out about the fate of George Surdu, 

who had come back to Romania after his 

doctoral thesis and was imprisoned repeatedly 

(1948-1949, 1957-1964); George was kept from 

returning to Paris (Bercea, 2020). Vasile 

probably knew also of his good friend 

Gherman’s imprisonment in 1953.  

After graduating his studies, Vasile Bărbat 

turned 27 and was ordained priest at Pio 

Romeno, in ritu romeno recepta (Acta Pontificii 

Instituti Orientalium Studiorum, 1963-1964, 21). 

Before that, on 15 April 1951, in the chapel of 

the college, he was ordained a deacon.  

In the autumn of 1951, Bărbat joined the 

Society of Jesus, in Arlon, in Province 

Meridional Belgium. From 1952-1954, he was a 

novice at Egenhoven – Leuven, alongside 30 

colleagues. He completed his studies of 

Philosophy and Theology (1954-1955) hearing 

courses at the Faculty Saint Albert of Lovanio. 

In 1952, with the foundation of the Romanian 

Catholic Mission for Europe, Bărbat was 

entrusted the holy mass to the Romanian 

believers in Belgium (Fărcaș, 2017, 172); he was 

helped by Father P. Gherman12 from the Mission 

                                                           
12 P. Gherman graduated high school in Târgu Mureș, 

then Theology in Blaj, where he was ordained as a 

priest on 25 March 1946). He taught religion in Sibiu, 

and from 1947 he continued his studies at the 

Catholic Institute in Paris, where he defended his 

doctoral thesis in November 1952. His work The 

of Paris. During his stay in Brussels (1952-

1955), he managed to gather a community of 

Romanian believers of Byzantine rite, Greek 

Catholics and Orthodox, and entrusted them to 

Father P. Gherman (Duquenne SJ, Lechințan 

ms.; Unirea, vol. 14, 1963, 23-24).  

This is a flourishing missionary period, 

followed by a cultural one. In the de-

Stalinization period, in December 1954, the 

United Romanian Mission of Paris (founded in 

1946 by Father  George Surdu, where O. Bârlea 

was serving), housed a symposium dedicated to 

the celebration of two centuries from the 

inauguration of the schools of Blaj (Fărcaș, 

2017, 189; the texts appeared in a book 

published in Paris, 1955 and in Blaj in 2004). On 

this occasion, remarkable personalities of the 

Romanian exile, twelve lay persons (eight from 

the United Church and four from the Orthodox 

Church13), and five priests (V. Bărbat, O. Bârlea, 

Pamfil Cârnațiu, V. Cristea, P. Gherman) held 

conferences, where they pointed out the 

importance of Blaj in the Romanian modern 

culture. Bărbat talked about an uneasy topic – 

the schools of Blaj under the communist regime, 

a look back to the Soviet occupation of the town 

on the Târnave. He mentioned the traumatic 

effects of the communist installation and the 

categorical opposition of the school pupils and 

teachers towards a repressive regime (Omagiu 

Şcolilor din Blaj (1754-1954), Paris, 1955, 206-

211; in the 2004 edition, 233-238). Later, under 

the influence of O. Bârlea, Bărbat researched the 

ecumenical topic, while as vice-librarian at PIO 

he documented and published an overall history 

of the Pontificate Oriental Institute, in the 

famous Encyclopedia of Catholicism, edited by 

G. Jacquemert (Bărbat, 1962, 24-26; Bărbat, 

1963a, translated and used in the Preface of the 

doctoral thesis abstract, edited by Langa, Puni 

SJ, 1992, XII).  

A period of specialization in history and 

oriental spirituality at PIO followed for Bărbat in 

1955-1960. We find out details about his studies 

and qualifications after hearing courses at the 

                                                                                       
Latin Origin of Christianity in Romania was 

published in 2020, Cluj-Napoca, Ecou Transilvan. 

Gherman was the priest of the Catholic Mission of 

Paris until 1977, when he moved to Brussels.  
13 The Greek Catholic speakers were Aurel 

Berghezan, Aron Cotruș, Ioan Fleșeriu, Toader Ioraș, 

Dumitru Maniu, Grigore Pop, Petru Sergescu, Virgil 

Veniamin, while the Orthodox ones were Mircea 

Eliade, N. A. Gheorghiu, Nicolae Herescu și Virgil 

Nemoianu. 
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Institute in three years (1956-1958), as well as 

his guest status in the following years (1960-

1962). His overall grade for three years of study 

was 9.38. He got his Baccalaureatus on 6 June 

1956 (grade 8.8) and he finalized his studies 

(Prolyta) on 4 November 1957 (grade 9.15). 

Unlike the previous years, his grades were 

similar, as the focus of these studies was on 

deepening the oriental faith and the loyalty of 

the students’ oath to the Catholic faith (professio 

fidei) in 1956, 1957, and 1960. 

Bărbat’s mission and career continued, while 

on 8 April 1959, he was accepted as a doctoral 

student with the topic Il „Teologo” del vescovo 

e della Chiesa Romena Unita 1701-1773. This is 

the date of the structure of the doctoral thesis, 

whose conception was respected by the author 

(Acta Pontificii 1963-1964, 21). In the years of 

writing his thesis, his correspondence mentioned 

he had spent two months in Vienna (September-

November 1958, 196014), then documenting 

work in Paris and Vienna, Rome. There, he was 

honoured by the visit of Constantin Daicoviciu, 

a famous professor from Cluj, bringing him a 

letter from his family (Credință și iubire, no. 4, 

December 2005, 10). On 20 June 1961, Vasile 

Bărbat defended his thesis, obtaining a grade of 

9.38.  

After graduating, in 1962, he became vice-

librarian of the Pontifical Oriental Institute. He 

also taught Russian religious philosophy from  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 He lived near the Jesuit Church, on no. 1 Seipel-

Platz Street, near the Greek Catholic College Sancta 

Barbara and the old building of the Vienna University 

(apud Credință și iubire, no. 4, December 2005, 9). 

1961-1963, being Adiutor Praef. Bibl. As we 

find out from his close friends, PIO superiors 

wanted him to become the director of the 

Library, but he died prematurely, after dreadful 

sufferings, at the age of 38, in Rome, on 3 

October 1963. He was buried in the cemetery 

Campo Verano, near the Church Santo Lorenzo, 

in the Jesuit crypt (Duquenne SJ, Lechințan 

ms.).  

 

Conclusion 

 

To conclude, after leaving Romania, Vasile 

Bărbat witnessed a global geo-political 

restructuring when the Catholic Church did not 

remain passive. For example, in his years spent 

in Rome, he lived during the years of the 

reforming Pope John XXIII (1958-1963) and 

witnessed discussions that led to the opening of 

the Council of Vatican II (1962-1965). One of 

the direct consequences of the Council of 

Vatican II was the fact that he could write and 

defend his doctoral thesis in Italian (not in Latin, 

which he had been studying until that moment). 

It is also worth discussing about this complex 

life experience of Vasile Bărbat during the Cold 

War and the confrontation between the “Free 

World” (western countries) and the “Empire of 

Evil” (USSR), in the years of a naive hope that 

de-Stalinization would bring the Greek Catholic 

Church back to legality. 
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W.A. Bleiziffer, M. Ciortea (eds.), Acta Blasiensia III, Școlile greco-catolice 

ale Blajului. 250 de ani de credință și cultură. Blaj, Editura Buna Vestire 

(2005), pp. 42-47. 

 

Other: 

 

Alba County National Archives, Fund Liceul de Băieți Român Unit „Sf. Vasile cel Mare”, Blaj, Record, 

Reg.128/1939-1940, f.2. 

Alba County National Archives, Fund Greek Catholic Teological Academy of Blaj, 1/1946, f.332. 

Acta Pontificii Instituti Orientalium Studiorum, 1963-1964 

Archive at PIO 

Duquenne, Lechințan  Duquenne, L. SJ, Lechințan, L., Biografie schematică. ms. 

Unirea 1963 
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BOOK REVIEW 

 

Alina Felea, Căsătoria în Țara Moldovei  (sec. al XVII-lea- începutul sec. al XIX-lea). Instituția 

căsătoriei în Țara Moldovei, Chișinău, Editura Lexon-Prim, 2021 / Marriage in Moldavian 

Principality (17th-beginning of the 19th century). The Institution of Marriage in Moldavian 

Principality 

 

 

Valeria SOROȘTINEANU 

Associate Professor PhD 

Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu, Romania  

E-mail: valeria.sorostineanu@ulbsibiu.ro  

 

 

Alina Felea’s book1 is the result of her 

research project “Marriage Institution and 

Kinship Relationships in Moldavian Principality 

(17th – Beginning of the 19th Centuries). The 

book was published in Kishinev under the aegis 

of the Ministry of Education, Culture and 

Research of the Republic of Moldova and the 

Institute of History.  

As it is mentioned in the Introduction, equal 

attention is paid to the historiography of the topic 

and the sources of the research. The author 

observed clearly since presenting the topic that 

her work filled a gap in historiography. Alina 

Felea’s book is an important achievement and 

completes the series of similar historical works 

on this subject, published in Bucharest, Iași and 

Cluj-Napoca.  

The presentation of historiographical sources 

offered a basis for the historical evolution of 

medieval Moldova. Among the first mentioned 

sources we can find Dimitrie Cantemir’s book 

Descriptio Moldaviae, referring to Moldavian 

folklore. Simion Florea Marian, the most famous 

folklorist of the 19th century is also noted, as he 

gathered fascinating information on the mentality 

of our ancestors on important aspects of their 

lives. Among these, marriage played a central 

role.  

Later, in interwar Romania, Dimitrie Gusti’s 

school of sociology and Henri H. Stahl's studies 

used sociological methods to offer a general 

image of the peasant and his views on life and its 

stages. Nowadays studies on family, the 

individual, marriage, children, or divorce have 

been described in a multitude of books as 

choosing quantitative methods or archival 

                                                           
1 Alina Felea, Căsătoria în Țara Moldovei  (sec. al 

XVII-lea- începutul sec. al XIX-lea). Instituția 

căsătoriei în Țara Moldovei, Chișinău, Editura 

Lexon-Prim (2021). 

documents and parish registers, as well as case 

studies.  

At the academic level, similar studies started 

from Maria Magdalena Szekey’s studies at the 

University of Iași. Her research focused on the 

boyars' families of Moldova. Then Constanța 

Vintilă-Ghițulescu and Nicoleta Roman from 

Bucharest wrote relevant books on the topic. 

Alina Felea offered an original analysis of the 

afore-mentioned era, equivalent to Constanța 

Vintilă-Ghițulescu’s well-known work on 

Wallachia2. Case studies about the relationship 

between confession and marriage, mixed 

marriages, cohabitation, morality and 

illegitimacy in the 18th - 20th centuries. Due to 

Ioan Bolovan’s research activity, studies on the 

evolution of family and individuals within the 

society have been developed at the Seminar of 

historical demography and Centre of Population 

Studies.  

Alina Felea established realistically the 

chronological boundaries of her work, 

mentioning the most important codes of laws in 

the mediaeval period: Pravila de la Govora-

1640, Cartea Românească de Învățătură-1646 

and Îndreptarea legi-1652. There is a balance 

between the analysis and presentation of 

Orthodox confessional norms and the 

historiography of the topic. The three chapters of 

the book painstakingly examine marriage 

components: matchmaking and engagement, 

marriage and improper or forbidden marriages in 

Moldova from the 17th to the beginning of the 

19th century.  

Every chapter highlights new information on 

the marriage organization, the richness of dowry 

                                                           
2 Constanța Vintilă-Ghițulescu, În șalvari și cu ișlîc. 

Biserică, sexualitate, căsătorie și divorț în Țara 

Românească a secolului al XVIII-lea. Bucharest: 

Humanitas (2004). 
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files and the idea of property in the boyars' 

testaments. Dowry files are analysed to prove the 

observance of boyars' canons and the need for a 

different social policy by arranging matrimonial 

alliances.  

Alina Felea paid special attention to trans-

disciplinary methods: sociological, ethnological, 

canonical law, folkloric and anthropologic tools 

to her historical analysis. Her work benefits from 

a complex bibliography, a glossary of the terms 

used in that era, a geographical Index and an 

Index for names – all necessary tools for the 

readers to immerse themselves in the atmosphere 

of the period.  
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The identity question is not only an important 

topic of reflection, but a real historiographical 

obsession in constant debate and transformation. 

National identity occupies a leading role in this 

context, defining the individuals’ sense of 

belonging to a certain community (Ignat-Coman 

2020, 178). It led to the shaping of the Romanian 

national consciousness, affirmed starting with the 

middle of the 19th century, by means of the 

Pașoptist revolutionaries. Certain researchers of 

the national identity have formulated the 

hypothesis that it gradually gets the dimensions of 

some forms of human solidarity, the nation not 

having the possibility to exist without the 

consciousness of common belonging of its 

members (M-L. Murgescu, B. Murgescu 2000, 

10). 

The volume Chestiunea identitară și 

momentele ei. 1848-1947. Autopercepții, proiecții 

și reprezentări consists of an anthology of articles 

that deal with, in a sequential manner, different 

aspects of the construction and reconstruction of 

the Romanian identity. The beginning of the 

debates on the topic of identity in Romanian 

society are positioned by the editors in the year 

1848. Although, as I mentioned before, the 

debates on the topic of identity are still ongoing. 

The chronology of the volume stops in 1947, the 

moment of the transformations that announced the 

inevitable communization of Romania. The 

establishment of the Communist regime destroyed 

the foundations of Romanian identity, by 

promoting the ideal of the new man and a society 

integrated with proletarian internationalism, 

lacking national sensitivities. These politics 

manifested themselves in the first phase of the 

establishment of the Communist regime and were 

propagated through party officials. 

Throughout the timeframe under consideration, 

several historical events gave substance to the 

shaping of Romanian individuality, amongst them: 

the Pașoptist Revolution, the Union of 1859, the 

reign of Cuza, the establishment of the monarchy 

by Charles I, the War of Independence, the First 

World War, followed by the Great Union, the 

interwar period and the Second World War, the 

authors of the volume focusing their studies 

around them. 

The volume consists of nineteen articles, 

preceded by a short introduction. The nineteen 

items can be divided mainly into three categories: 

self-perceptions, projections, and representations, 

each of which has a distinct meaning applied to 

the identity question. Self-perceptions totalize the 

reflections of the individual or collective self and 

are therefore marked by subjectivism, explained 

by the need to positively shape one's identity. The 

projections are associated to the resources 

identified for supporting the concretization of 

identity ideas, while representations translate into 

reality the self-perceptions of the self or of the 

collectivity to which an individual belongs. 

The vast majority of the articles fall into the 

category of identity representations. The 

contributions by Oana-Maria Mitu, Răzvan Popa 

and Enache Tușa belong to the category of 

identity-type projections, while Alexandru-Florin 

Platon, Raluca Alexandrescu, Alexandru-Ionuț 

Drăgulin and Gabriela Gruber have brought their 

contributions in support of identity self-

perceptions. 

Another typology of the articles present in the 

volume includes those that propose the 

consolidation of the self-image through alterity, 

emphasizing the contribution of national 

minorities in the solidification of the Romanian 

identity project. In Luminița Ignat-Coman's 

opinion, the contact of Romanians with alterity 

determined the repulsion towards foreigners, 

degenerated into the area of pathology, as well as 

sociability in relation to their own compatriots 

(Ignat-Coman 2020, p. 187). The articles by 
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Felicia Waldman, Enache Tușa, Daniela Stanciu-

Păscărița, Oana-Maria Mitu and Florinela Giurgea 

correspond in volume to the mentioned typology. 

Moreover, the very portrait of Revolutionary 

Romania, attached to the cover of the volume, 

illustrates the variety of meanings of identity 

representations, in this case, noted at the ethnic 

level: it was made by Constantin Daniel 

Rosenthal, a painter of Jewish origin, and depicts 

Maria Rosetti (born Grant), Scottish female 

naturalized by marriage to C. A. Rosetti, dressed 

in Romanian folk costume. 

A negative aspect of the volume is represented 

by the frequent editorial mistakes, a fact that does 

not jeopardize the scientific value of the articles 

contained in the more than 300 pages. 

Alexandru-Florin Platon, Imaginarul 

constitutiv al identităților etno-naționale. Cazul 

românesc (sfârșitul secolului al XVIII-lea-1848), 

p. 9-20. 

Alexandru-Florin Platon is dating the making 

of the ethno-national identity base since the end of 

the 18th century, identifying its roots in the works 

written by chronicler Naum Râmniceanu. The 

author integrates original historical sources to 

demonstrate how the nation was personified by 

the chroniclers of the modern era, who did not 

hesitate to give it the attribute of corporeality. 

Platon's perspective aligns with the trends 

recorded in Western historiography, represented 

by the authors such as Antonie de Baeque or 

Pierre Birnbaum, who tried to explain the 

meanings of the alternative symbolism of identity. 

Raluca Alexandrescu, Forme ale identității la 

începuturile modernității românești, pp. 21-34. 

The author of the article briefly deals with 

some of the factors that give nuance to the 

Romanian identity, such as: patriotic obsession, 

mutual demonization, or the distortion of identity 

references for electoral purposes, without giving 

them the meaning of self-reflexive exclusivism. 

At the same time, it presents the reasons behind 

the inferiority complexes accumulated by 

Romanians. Consciousness of weakness or 

backwardness appear, for example, as a 

consequence of traveling to the West and 

idealizing the other's homeland. 

Felicia Waldman, Contribuții evreiești la 

proiectul identitar românesc, pp. 35-54. 

The Romanian identity project involved the 

contributions of the multiple ethnic categories that 

lived alongside Romanians, amongst them, the 

Jews, existing in different demographic 

percentages, on the territory of all the historical 

Romanian provinces, had a particularly important 

role. The author traces the Jewish contributions to 

the Romanian identity project starting with the 

Revolution of 1848 and until the end of 

modernity, emphasizing, in particular, the 

sacrifice of the Jews who fought in the War of 

Independence (1877) and the First World War 

(1916-1918). 

However, the objection I need to make is 

directed against the repeated use in the text of the 

innacurate phrase Război de Reîntregire, which 

the author makes in reference to the First World 

War. The only alternative name for it could be 

Marele Război, the foreign historiography being 

the one that assigned the First World War the 

aforementioned superlative, later it was also 

adopted by Romanian historians. This name is 

explained by the disasters that happened between 

1914-1918, that were unprecedented in human 

history. Război de Reîntregire (War of 

Reunification), on the other hand, has no real 

historical precedence since, apart from the Union 

of 1918, the historical Romanian provinces had 

never been under the rule of a single authority. 

Even in the case of the ephemeral conjunctural 

junction created by Mihai Viteazul in 1600, the 

borders at the end of the 16th century did not 

correspond to those drawn in December 1918. 

Alexandru-Ionuț Drăgulin, Personalizarea 

puterii monarhice în sistemul politic românesc. 

Influențe asupra imaginii de sine la români 

(1866-1947), pp. 55-66. 

Alexandru-Ionuț Drăgulin's article represents a 

very good synthesis of the historical period 

corresponding to the reigns of the four Romanian 

monarchs: Charles the First, Ferdinand, Charles 

the Second and Michael. All the moments that 

gave shape to the Romanian identity question for 

almost a century were connected to the 

monarchical institution. The author explains that 

the monarchy contributed to placing Romania 

among the nation states, having the effect of 

strengthening the Romanians' self-image. 

What Drăgulin does not explain is the 

motivation of the monarchical attachment felt 

among certain segments of the Romanian society 

more than half a century after the collapse (which 

is right, forced) of this form of government, and 

as a direct effect of the pro-monarchic attitude, the 

way in that monarchism still contributes today to 

shaping the Romanians' self-image. 

Valentin Maier, Starea sănătății în România în 

viziunea corpului profesoral de la Facultatea de 

Medicină din București (1869-1948), pp. 67-98. 

The study on the state of health in Romania in 

the years 1869-1948 belongs to the category of 
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representations. The lower chronological limit of 

Valentin Maier's study corresponds to the 

establishment of the Faculty of Medicine in 

Bucharest, while the upper limit fixes the end of 

its transformation process into an independent 

higher education institution. During his studies, 

Valentin Maier emphasizes the merits of two 

members of the Bucharest teaching staff in the 

development of Romanian medical science, 

namely Carol Davila and Victor Babeș. It also 

briefly describes various aspects of the medical 

field in Romania in the 19th-20th centuries, 

namely: mother and child protection, healthy 

nutrition, a series of diseases and problems 

associated with them, and finally, the 

achievements in the field of medical sciences. 

Valentin Maier proves throughout the thirty 

pages that correspond to his contribution a 

pronounced analytical spirit and a very good 

knowledge of the documentation sources of the 

present subject, a fact that can also be observed 

through the numerous citations he provides. The 

author offers a broad historical perspective on the 

developments recorded in the medical field for 

almost a century, his study acquiring 

multidisciplinary valences, readers from any field 

of activity being able to find useful information in 

it. 

Enache Tușa, Construirea identității politice 

românești în Dobrogea (1880-1920), pp. 99-120. 

The article written by Enache Tușa can be 

classified in the category of identity-type 

projections, because it captures the attempts of the 

Romanian authorities to impose a common 

political identity on the inhabitants of Dobrudja. 

The main aspects treated by the author refer to the 

creation of the premises of the Romanian identity 

in Dobrudja and to the official policies in support 

of the colonization process. The reader discovers 

here the extent to which these processes have 

proven their applicability. 

Enache Tușa successfully manages to explain 

the difficulties faced by the authorities on 

realizing the utopian identity project, on the one 

hand, and on the other hand, the impossibility of 

the colonized population in Dobrudja to comply 

with the pressures of accepting a new identity. 

Ana-Maria Ungureanu-Ilinca, Politica 

culturală reflectată în presa sibiană (1884-1900), 

pp. 121-140. 

The article highlights the importance of 

cultural politics in defining identity, through 

statistical analyses of titles and types of works 

made available to old readers from Sibiu. In 

parallel, the author emphasizes the role of 

literature, public lectures and artistic or 

agricultural exhibitions in the nationalization of 

the masses. The conclusions reached by the author 

of the article can be extended to the level of 

cultural policies in the entire Transylvanian region 

from the end of the 19th century. 

Liviu Brătescu, Considerații privind problema 

națională la sfârșitul secolului al XIX-lea. 

Partidul Național Liberal între discurs și practici 

politice, pp. 141-154. 

Liviu Bătescu presents, through the National 

Liberal Party, the Romanian national problem, as 

it was viewed at the end of the 19th century, 

emphasizing in particular the ways identified by 

the liberals in supporting the Transylvanian 

“brothersˮ, exposed to policies of forced 

Hungarianization. The identity project was 

subjected to the political ambitions of the liberal 

leaders. The author explains why neither I. C. 

Brătianu nor D. A. Sturdza, the two leaders of the 

National Liberal Party from the period under 

consideration, were able to positively influence, 

through proper methods, the fate of Romanians in 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

Sabina-Teodora Lungu, Distanța identitară în 

memorialistica de călătorie a lui A. D. Xenopol, 

pp. 155-166. 

Travel memorials are complementary to 

representations that give identity a solid character. 

By analysing the publications of A. D. Xenopol, 

resulting from trips to Râșnov, Mehadia, Vatra 

Dornei, or further to Vienna or Salzburg, the 

author of the article presents the dimensions of 

geographical symbolism for Romanian 

intellectuals from the beginning of the 20th 

century, demonstrating that the memorials of trip 

can be used as a documentary source, describing 

realities relevant to the knowledge of some 

geographical spaces in different historical periods. 

Mihai Racovițan, Radu Racovițan, Rolul lui 

Alexandru Vaida-Voevod în mișcarea națională 

între 1892-1920, pp. 167-178. 

The article by the two authors reflects the 

contribution of the Romanian political elites in the 

affirmation of the nationalist current in 

Transylvania, at the intersection of two important 

stages in its historical evolution: that of an 

integrated province into a multinational empire 

which is about to collapse, and its transfer 

between the Romanian borders drawn in 1918. In 

the interval between the two historical stages, the 

personality of Alexandru Vaida-Voevod stands 

out, to whom the authors place many of the 

initiatives regarding the improvement of the living 

conditions of Transylvanian Romanians. The 
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historiographical merit that belongs to Mihai and 

Radu Racovițan consists in realizing the 

biographical sketch of a political personality until 

recently marginalized, the true author of the 

Declaration of Independence from Oradea, 

composed as an expression of the desire of the 

Romanian nation to decide for itself its place 

amongst the free nations of Europe. 

Răzvan Popa, Căminul cultural românesc de la 

Spiru Haret la Dimitrie Gusti, pp. 179-192. 

The author of the article captures the evolution 

of the Romanian community centre at the 

beginning of the 20th century, as an institution of 

first importance in raising the intellectual level of 

the peasantry, under the influence of two 

personalities concerned with the modernization of 

Romanian rurality: Spiru Haret and Dimitrie 

Gusti. Răzvan Popa presents, in two of the three 

subchapters of his work, their contribution to the 

implementation of community centres in the rural 

environment, as well as the benefits brought by 

them, noted at the level of several sectors, divided 

by Gusti: work culture, health culture (including 

also the culture of the body), the culture of the 

mind and the culture of the soul. At the expense of 

emphasizing the advantages offered by the 

institution of the community centre, Răzvan Popa 

comes to the conclusion that it has not really 

succeeded in fulfilling its goals, mainly due to 

lack of necessary infrastructure and lack of 

support from the state, following as the true 

raising of the level peasants to spend only with the 

implementation of Communism in Romania. 

Gabriela Gruber, Educația pentru identitatea 

românească în manualele de istorie din primele 

decenii ale secolului al XX-lea, pp. 193-214. 

History manuals reflect the official position 

and a way of the state to relate to its own past, a 

principle with wide applicability, regardless of the 

historical period or the considered political 

regime. Gabriela Gruber demonstrates the 

contribution of history manuals in fulfilling the 

Romanian identity project, by educating students 

in the spirit of national values promoted in the 

first decades of the 20th century. History was 

considered a school discipline with a formative-

educational purpose directed, at the level of the 

interwar period, to the stimulation of attachment 

to the country, the church and the dynasty. Since 

school age, Romanians were educated in the spirit 

of nationalist ideology, supported to seek in the 

past resources of patriotism. 

Marius Adrian Scheianu, Ecouri ale Marelui 

Război în opera lui Mateiu Caragiale, pp. 215-

248. 

Marius Adrian Scheianu brings to the readers' 

attention the personality of Mateiu Caragiale, 

author of the autobiographical novel Craii de 

Curtea-Veche and son of the dramaturgist I. L. 

Caragiale. In his lines, Marius Adrian Scheianu 

tries to demonstrate how Mateiu managed to find 

sources of literary inspiration in the past, building 

a real cult for the values of the bourgeois world 

before the beginning of the Great War. The 

careful analysis of the work through which Mateiu 

Caragiale affirmed himself in the history of 

Romanian literature allows the identification of 

the echoes of the conflagration not only at the 

level of the prose affirmed in the interwar period, 

but also at the level of the mentalities of all those 

who went through the traumatic experience of the 

years 1916-1918, whether they were participants 

or mere witnesses. The rediscovery of the creative 

force in the past of the Romanian bourgeoisie of 

the first decade of the 20th century is explained by 

the repulsion towards the horrors of war and by 

the disaggregation of an elitist social universe to 

which, in any case, Mateiu Caragiale belonged. 

Mihaela Grancea, Valeria Soroștineanu, Cultul 

Eroilor din Primul Război Mondial în România 

interbelică. Câteva reprezentări și aprecieri cu 

referire la monumentele comemorative ridicate în 

Transilvania, pp. 249-266. 

Every nation needs heroes to glorify its 

collective past and legitimize its aspirations for 

the future. In the context of interwar Romania, the 

commemoration of the events between 1916-1918 

played an essential role. On the one hand, it 

served to strengthen the identity of the unified 

nation, subject to the trends of ethnic and cultural 

homogenization promoted by the authorities. On 

the other hand, it played an important role in 

consolidating Romanian patriotism, necessary to 

support the policy of defending the country's 

borders. 

The article by Mihaela Grancea and Valeria 

Soroștineanu begins with a brief introduction in 

which is explained the importance of memorial 

monuments in preserving the memory of the 

heroes who fought in the First World War. 

Therefore, the commemorative monuments are 

analysed from the perspective of the glorifying 

potential they possess, becoming public 

expressions of identity achievements, through the 

contribution brought to support the solidification 

of the nation's emotional community, as well as 

historiographical objects. 

The article brings to the readers' attention the 

commemorative culture legislation, as well as the 

need to consult the Cultul Eroilor Noștri 
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publication in documenting commemorative 

actions from the interwar period. Also, the authors 

propose the classification of commemorative 

monuments in several categories: roadside 

crosses, public monuments with symbolic value, 

individual monuments dedicated to soldiers who 

fell on the front, and public monuments dedicated 

to the Army. 

I am considering the contribution of the two 

authors to be of primary importance in 

documenting the forms of expression of 

commemorative culture, in this case, the 

monuments of the First World War, as resources 

of strengthening national identity. 

Daniela Stanciu-Păscărița, Radiografia 

practicilor și elitelor culturale în primul deceniu 

interbelic într-un mic centru urban transilvănean. 

Studiu de caz: Mediaș și Mediascher Zeitung , pp. 

267-278. 

Daniela Stanciu-Păscărita's article highlights 

aspects of cultural practices and elites at the 

beginning of interwar period in Mediaș. The 

author of the article points out, on the one hand, 

the development of Mediaș as a Transylvanian 

urban centre, characterized by its own culture and 

industry, and on the other hand, the particularity 

of the Austro-Hungarian heritage, left to the town 

on Târnava Mare. In the second half of her study, 

Daniela Stanciu-Păscărita presents the cultural 

network formed around the periodical Mediascher 

Zeitung, which brought together representatives of 

local intellectuals such as Carl Martin Römer, 

Daniel Gräser or Hermann Klöss. 

The analysis of Mediaș from the first interwar 

decade highlights the substantial cultural 

contribution of the German elites in the context of 

the intellectual dynamics of Greater Romania. The 

author manages to demonstrate the adaptation of 

the German elites in the multi-ethnic body of the 

Romanian state and the uninterrupted 

development of their cultural life, factors that 

increased the prestige of the interwar Mediaș. 

Oana-Maria Mitu, Cultură de stat versus 

cultură minoritară: identități, politici și 

interacțiuni în Bugeacul interbelic, cu un studiu 

de caz centrat pe comunitatea germană, pp. 279-

296. 

From the title of the contribution signed by 

Oana-Maria Mitu we can deduce that in the 

interwar Budjak, as in the entire territory of 

Greater Romania, the state culture antagonized the 

minority culture. The author explains, also by 

invoking the general context of Romanian 

nationalism, the constant discouragement by the 

state of asserting multi-ethnicity. The Southern 

region of Bessarabia was included in an intensive 

propaganda program, the German community 

being directly affected by the exclusivist measures 

of the Romanian state. 

Oanei-Maria Mitu's article represents a 

pioneering effort in studying ethnic realities 

specific to the interwar Budjak, integrating into 

the wider field of the history of national 

minorities. If regarding the German communities 

in Transylvania, Banat or Maramureș, there are 

already a series of historical studies that reflect 

their evolution during the interwar period, 

regarding the ethnic Germans in southern 

Bessarabia, the credit for bringing their past to 

light goes to the author of the article. 

Gabriela Glăvan, Cinematograful ca 

divertisment cultural în interbelicul românesc, pp. 

297-304. 

This article presents an alternative way of 

spending free time within the cultural 

effervescence of the Romanian interwar period, 

namely, watching movies at the cinema. The 

author reveals the public's initial reluctance 

towards this technological novelty, but it was 

positively received by the intelligentsia, and 

especially, by Tudor Arghezi, so that towards the 

end of the 1930s it became one of the favourite 

means of entertainment for urban residents. 

Although valuable from the proposed 

perspective, I think it would have been 

appropriate to specify in the title of the article the 

contribution of Tudor Arghezi regarding the 

propagation of cinema through the media, because 

the author's interest is particularly focused on this 

aspect. The title proposed by Gabriela Glăvan is 

formulated generally and does not correspond to 

the expectations that a reader interested in the 

development of interwar Romanian cinema might 

have. 

Lia Brad Chisacof, Propaganda carlistă 

pentru România: reușite și eșecuri, pp. 305-314. 

At the beginning of her article, Lia Brad 

Chisacof defines Carlism as an explicit form of 

fascism. The author places the memoirs of 

foreigners who travelled through Romania at the 

end of the interwar period in the category of 

Carlist propaganda for the reading public outside 

the Romanian borders. Such travel memoirs were 

compiled by Sir Sacheverell Sitwell and T. K. 

Papatzonis, two travelers from different cultural 

backgrounds, but who had the common objective 

of raising awareness of Romania amongst the 

international public. 

Florinela Giurgea, Traume colective: 

deportarea romilor în Transnistria în timpul celui 
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de-al Doilea Război Mondial și Dosarul 

Vagabonzi, pp. 315-330. 

The article brings to our knowledge one of the 

traumatic experiences of the history of the last 

century, namely the deportation of Roma to 

Transnistria. The attitude of the Romanians 

towards the Roma people during the Second 

World War, the support of the Nazi policies of 

extermination and the discriminatory treatment 

towards minorities were incompletely assumed as 

part not only of the past, but also of the identity of 

the Romanians, revealing exclusive behavioural 

attitudes, manifested especially in historical 

periods of crisis. 

Florinela Giurgea presents the coercive 

measures of Antonescu’s regime towards the 

Roma people, such as their forced placement in 

CFR work detachments, internment in Târgșor 

Military Penitentiary and in Scorei-Făgăraș 

Asylum Camp, culminating in their deportation to 

Transnistria. The deportation was justified by Ion 

Antonescu on grounds of public order based on 

the Decree 1,403/1941, causing the displacement 

of 25,000 ethnic Roma people accused of 

vagrancy. 

 

Conclusions 

 

In conclusion, the contributions published in 

this volume manage to answer several problems, 

formulated around the identity problem. Three of 

the general questions, suggested by the subtitle 

itself (self-perceptions, projections and 

representations) are: Who do we think we are?; 

Who do we want to be?; Can the nation become 

what we want it to be? Lastly, I would conclude 

that the present volume is useful to those readers 

who are interested in the notion of identity, in 

order to expand their spheres of knowledge, each 

article having the potential to determine new 

directions in research. 
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Mihaela Grancea, Istorie și film. Studii de istorie culturală  

[History and Film: Cultural History Studies] 
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The latest authored book by professor 

Mihaela Grancea comprises four extended, in-

depth studies bearing testimony to the 

researcher’s passion for cinema and history, as 

well as her proficiency at analysing and 

interpreting the past based on its representations 

in mass cultural products such as films. In the 

foreword of the volume, after several theoretical 

considerations – for instance: “To educate the 

nation in the spirit of civic pedagogy, the film 

that appeals most directly to emotional 

involvement, empathy, and partisanship makes 

the cinephile a co-participant, in mediated form, 

in the reimagined history” (5) –, Mihaela 

Grancea confesses how the feature film, as “a 

place of our affective memory” (6), has brought 

her closer to history, how her cinephilia was 

born at an early age and has evolved, supporting 

her in difficult times. 

The first and most substantial study 

thoroughly examines the so-called “films with 

haidouks” (Balkan outlaws) as a place of 

memory in Central and Eastern European 

culture. Among the sources of inspiration for 

this local subgenre, most sought-after in the 

1960s and 1970s, are popular literature, 

westerns, adventure films, and historical films, 

the last mentioned as a “practice of the official 

discourse on social and ethno-cultural identity” 

(9). A genuine expert in the field, Mihaela 

Grancea analyses not only the most relevant 

Romanian works (starting from the silent era and 

culminating in the socialist epoch), but also 

films produced in Albania, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, 

Moldova, Poland, or Yugoslavia, while 

constantly confronting the cinematic 

representations of the haidouks with historical 

documents and folkloric testimonies. Dense and 

engrossing sub-chapters are dedicated to 

“goulash” and “polenta westerns” (the 

Hungarian and Romanian equivalents of the 

Italo-Spanish “spaghetti westerns”), the essential 

topoi of the subgenre (e.g., the inn corresponds 

to the saloon in westerns), and the “films with 

haidouks” after the Revolutions of 1989. 

Particularly in Central European cinemas, this 

subgenre is still practiced with commercial 

success, while a notable exception in Romania is 

Radu Jude’s Silver Bear-winning film Aferim! 

(2015); at the same time, the old western is 

being re-invented in the USA through the works 

of filmmakers such as Quentin Tarantino and the 

Coen brothers. 

The second study investigates how the 

Revolution of 1848 acquired a specific image in 

Hungarian and Romanian feature films under the 

domination of the official communist discourse. 

The author states that, “in direct relation to the 

historiographical discourse, the historical film 

from the communist period deals with the 

Revolution of 1848 as an eponymous event in 

the Hungarian and Romanian identity projects” 

(57). Romanian cinema was more influenced 

than its Hungarian counterpart by the national 

communist historiography. Mihaela Grancea 

starts from documented historical events, while 

deploring the current superficial articles on the 

Revolution of 1848, to arrive at the analyses of 

significant films, such as, for Romania, the 

diptych penned by the prose writer Petre 

Sălcudeanu and directed by Mircea Moldovan. 

After 1989, Hungarian cinema continued to 

produce low-budget period pieces about the 

people’s fight for independence from 1848–

1849. However, Romanian cinema has 

abandoned such topics, since “the Romanian 

film has remained and still is determined by the 

demand of the cultural consumption market 

(especially the foreign one), as well as by the 

dilemmas of recent history” (83). 

The third study, “The feature film as a 

historical document: The Roșia Montană case”, 

focuses on two masterpieces of Romanian (and 

European) cinema, both adapted after the 

writings of Ion Agârbiceanu and co-directed by 
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two then-aspiring filmmakers, Dan Piţa and 

Mircea Veroiu. Nunta de piatră (The Stone 

Wedding) and Duhul aurului (Lust for Gold) 

were shot – by the director of photography Iosif 

Demian – on location in Roșia Montană in 

1970–1971 and were intended to compose a 

four-part, three-hour omnibus film; nevertheless, 

the two titles would be released separately, in 

1973 and 1974. To their praise, the two young 

directors “insisted on the historical 

reconstruction, on the description of the ambient 

environment” (95), which Mihaela Grancea 

proves by presenting extensively the available 

information on the mining community. Half a 

century after their production, The Stone 

Wedding and Lust for Gold are not only films 

worthy of acclaim from critics, but also 

cinematic documents for a dying world 

(particularly relevant in the context of the recent 

international scandals surrounding Roșia 

Montană). 

The last study included in the book, arguably 

the most attractive one (as the topic is still 

“hot”), provides a rigorous comparison between 

various Romanian filmic representations of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

abortions – Cristian Mungiu’s Golden Palm-

winning film 4 luni, 3 săptămâni și 2 zile (4 

Months, 3 Weeks and 2 Days, 2007) is just the 

tip of the iceberg. “In Romania, during 

Ceaușescu’s regime, a pro-natalist policy 

unprecedented in the communist East was 

imposed” (100), and Mihaela Grancea 

convincingly demonstrates this assertion.  

A remarkable predecessor of 4, 3, 2 is Andrei 

Blaier’s Postcard with Wild Flowers (Ilustrate 

cu flori de câmp, 1975), analysed in great detail 

by the author, the same as Cristian Mungiu’s 

film. In the last sub-chapter, Mihaela Grancea 

scrutinizes the national and international 

reception of the latter work, which “attains a 

profoundly human dimension, becoming one of 

the most bewildering appeals to the fundamental 

right to life” (123). 

By synthesizing a huge amount of texts 

(including cinematic texts) and information, by 

reinterpreting important films in light of their 

relations to the dominant historical and political 

discourses, Mihaela Grancea wrote a cultural 

history book that can be a delightful read for 

other cinephiles. 
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Magdalena Eriksroed-Burger, Heidi Hein-Kircher, and Julia Malitska (eds.), Consumption and 

Advertising in Eastern Europe and Russia in the Twentieth Century, Cham, Palgrave Macmillan, 2023, 

302 p. 
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Independent scholar, United Kingdom 

E-mail: antony.hoyte.west@gmail.com  

 

 

Omnipresent in our modern daily lives, the 

concepts of advertising, marketing, and broader 

consumer culture are commonly associated with 

Western, capitalist approaches. By way of 

contrast, the contributions to the edited volume 

reviewed here represent Eastern European and 

Russian perspectives on the history of 

consumption and advertising over the course of 

the twentieth century. Through diachronic 

analyses ranging from the latter years of the 

Austro-Hungarian and Russian empires up to the 

fall of Communism in the late 1980s, 

Consumption and Advertising in Eastern Europe 

and Russia in the Twentieth Century aims to shed 

new light via the use of primary sources from 

various domains, languages, and geographies by 

scholars adopting multidisciplinary lenses. In 

going beyond the established notions of how 

advertising and consumption were conceptualised 

and promoted in Eastern Europe, particularly 

under Communism,  this volume re-interprets and 

offers new material relating to these interlinked 

phenomena.  

As noted in the Preface, the nine chapters of 

the present volume bring together contributions to 

a 2021 conference held at the renowned Herder 

Institute for Historical Research on East Central 

Europe in Marburg, Germany. The book’s 

Introduction, co-written by the three volume 

editors (Magdalena Eriksroed-Burger, University 

of Bamberg, Germany; Heidi Hein-Kircher, 

Herder Institute; and Julia Malitska, Södertörn 

University, Sweden) lays out the structural and 

theoretical grounding for the work as a whole. It 

opens by outlining discussions of the concept of 

modernity, before moving on to presenting 

analyses of advertising, consumerism, and 

consumption. This is initially done in general 

terms, before moving to the specificities of the 

Eastern European and Russian contexts, which is 

supplemented by an overview of current research 

available on the topic.  

The book is divided into three equally-sized 

parts comprising three chapters apiece, and the 

opening section (“Rise of Modern Consumption 

and Advertising before World War II”) details 

three case studies from the era prior to that 

conflict. The first chapter, by Corinne Geering 

(Leibniz Institute for the History and Culture of 

Eastern Europe, Leipzig, Germany), uses 

handmade textiles to examine the intersection 

between rural cottage industries and (what would 

now be termed) social entrepreneurship during the 

twilight years of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

As such, she locates the then-prevalent 

metropolitan vogue for traditional folk-style craft 

products within discussions of the image of the 

countryside in broader consumer culture of that 

time, also noting the role of women in producing 

and selling these items, as well as the concept of 

folk items being fashionable among urban elites.   

Lilija Wedel’s (Bielefeld University) chapter 

shifts the geographical focus to the latter years of 

the Russian Empire, where she analyses German-

language advertisements relating to its 

economically-influential German-speaking 

minority. With the Russian Empire slower to 

industrialise than the other powers of the time, 

these advertisements are used to trace the 

historical and commercial evolution of advertising 

through the development of consumer policy and 

consumer culture in pre-Revolutionary Russia, 

thereby demonstrating how advertising went 

“beyond its purely economic function to become a 

motor of urbanization, industrialization, and 

modernization” (p. 75).  

The third chapter, by volume co-editor 

Magdalena Eriksroed-Burger, moves to interwar 

Czechoslovakia. Through the prism of 

contemporary magazines aimed at a female 

readership, an interdisciplinary approach is 

employed to analyse the concept of the ‘New 

Woman’ as a consumer. Using examples drawn 

from issues of the fortnightly magazine Eva 

between 1928 and 1938, different types of 

advertisements focusing on fashion, beauty, and 

motorcars are examined and discussed. 
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Chapters 4 to 6 of the volume comprise the 

second section, entitled ““Soviet Style” of 

Advertising and Consumption”. In “Fur Trade in 

Turmoil: Pelt Commodification in Leipzig from 

Fin de Siècle to Sovietization”, Timm Schönfelder 

(Leibniz Institute for the History and Culture of 

Eastern Europe) studies the vicissitudes of the 

luxury fur industry in the first half of the twentieth 

century. He briefly outlines the historical and 

commercial importance of the German city’s 

location straddling East and West, as well as the 

role of its Jewish community in the fur trade, 

before providing an overview of the trade’s 

alternate fortunes in the 1920s and 1930s, when 

changing economic and political pressures 

precipitated its decline and eventual destruction 

amid World War Two and its aftermath. 

Furs also feature prominently in Chapter 5, by 

Iryna Skubii (Queen’s University, Canada), who 

analyses the sociocultural role of elite goods in the 

early years of the Soviet Union. In taking the 

luxury items of chocolate and furs as examples, 

the evolving role of these goods from objects of 

opprobrium to accepted state-sanctioned 

commodities is portrayed in terms of a cultural 

and ideological “battle”. 

The sixth chapter (“They Even Gave Us Pork 

Cutlets for Breakfast”: Foreign Tourists and 

Eating-Out Practices in Socialist Romania During 

the 1960s and the 1980s”) jumps forwards to the 

post-war era where Adelina Stefan (University of 

Luxembourg) examines advertising and 

consumption practices through the lens of the 

international tourism and culinary industries in 

Ceaușescu’s Romania. Drawing on archival 

resources as well as on personal interviews, this 

contribution contextualises relevant touristic and 

food policies to highlight that for Western visitors 

“a banal occurrence like eating out carried a 

multitude of meanings that ranged from 

economics to politics, and ideological undertones” 

(p. 173).  

The three chapters in the final section of the 

book, “Transformations in Socialist Consumer 

Cultures and Advertisements”, focus on the later 

years of Communism. In Chapter 7, Annina 

Gagyiova (Czech Academy of Sciences) adopts 

the American social scientist Thorsten Veblen’s 

well-known concept of ‘conspicuous 

consumption’ to outline Hungary’s unique 

experiment under its ‘Second Economy’ in the 

1980s. Here, she presents the impact of these 

liberalisation reforms on the country’s economy at 

that time which, although they may have brought 

increased wealth to some, also served to deepen 

latent societal tensions within late-Communist 

society. 

Turning to Soviet-ruled Estonia, Airi Uuna’s 

(Tallinn University, Estonia) chapter examines the 

case of the advertising bureau Eesti Reklaamfilm 

(ERK), founded in 1967. Based on both archival 

and interview sources, this contribution 

contextualises the development of marketing and 

advertising in the Soviet Union, before delving 

into the service portfolio and clientele built up by 

ERK during its existence, which included clients 

not only from the Estonian SSR but also from 

elsewhere in the Soviet Union. 

In Chapter 9, Tricia Starks (University of 

Arkansas, United States of America) investigates 

not only design- and supply-related issues 

regarding tobacco in the Soviet context, but also 

focuses on marketing aspects such as the images 

and the design of cigarette packets. With smoking 

often considered a quintessentially capitalist 

activity, this chapter provides important insights 

into the enduring role of tobacco consumption in 

the Soviet Union and the different trajectory taken 

there as compared to Western countries. 

The volume’s Concluding Comment, by 

Kirsten Bönker (University of Cologne), is a full-

length contribution that unites the different 

theoretical, thematic, and geographical threads 

presented in the book through providing a holistic 

overview of consumption practices in the Soviet 

context. Accordingly, in seeking out points of 

synergy, she refers to each of the nine chapters in 

the volume, highlighting new potential 

interlinkages as well as possibilities for further 

research on this still-understudied area of 

scholarship.  

Indeed, as is also underscored in the book’s 

conclusion, Consumption and Advertising in 

Eastern Europe and Russia in the Twentieth 

Century contains a diverse variety of approaches. 

This is apparent not solely in its temporal and 

geographical sweep, which spans the Eastern 

European context and contains case studies from 

many nations that no longer exist, but also in 

terms of its broad linguistic scope; a glance at the 

archival and primary sources and list of references 

utilised in the various contributions reveals in-

depth engagement with material written in a wide 

range of tongues. In contextualising and analysing 

these works in English, this volume will be 

invaluable not just to historians of Eastern 

European, Soviet, and Russian cultures, but 

additionally to scholars from other disciplines. 

Given the book’s focus, it is important to note the 

frequent and appropriate insertion of relevant 

images, highlighting salient points raised in the 
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text and also reminding the reader of the key role 

of visual aspects in advertising. In this regard, the 

volume is also suitable for scholars from 

management and organisation studies, given that 

it provides useful and succinct analyses of the 

historical and sociocultural underpinnings to 

consumption, advertising, and marketing in the 

relevant East European and Russian contexts. In 

short, Consumption and Advertising in Eastern 

Europe and Russia in the Twentieth Century is a  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

pioneering volume which enriches an area of 

study that, as also mentioned in several of the 

contributions, remains ripe for further scholarly 

research.  
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