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MIA ISABELA DELEANU* 
 
THE MISUNDERSTOOD CIVILIZATION  
(BULGARIANS OF ROMANIA, WAY TOO FAR 
FROM COMPLETE UNDERSTANDING...) 
 
 
 
Abstract: Articolul da faţă se bazează pe lucrările dramatice a doi autori: un român şi  un bulgar ce au 
creat în perioade de timp apropiate şi care prin două dintre comediile lor (Vasile Alecsandri “Iorgu de 
la Sadagura” şi Dobri Voinikov “Civilizaţia înţeleasă anapoda”) au încercat să arate chiar şi în mod 
parodic ce se întâmplă când alegi să urmezi orbeşte “moda europeană” de la sf, de sec. XVIII-lea şi 
începutul secolului al XIX-lea. Modalitatea de asimilare a aşa-zisei civilizaţii europene este asimiliată 
în mod identic, mai ales că autorul bulgar se afla în exil datorită ocupaţiei turceşti din Bulgaria, şi 
avusese din plin prilejul de a observa acest fenomen în ţara gazdă, adică în România. 
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Many centuries ago, a crowd of Bulgarians decided to leave their country for 

settling down in eastern part of what today is called Romania.   
What suppose to drive them so hard at that time? Well, like many people, 

rising from the Dark Age, they had a huge hope for changing the world. 
And as you fill the shirt and just when the wind really blows you try your 

jacket, changing the world was starting, naturally with an attempt regarding their 
native country, Bulgaria, which for centuries experienced the Turkish occupation 
of the Ottoman Empire. 

In every section of what is to be named cultural life, history, literature, 
folklore, theatre (a “devilish” issue at that time...), and oppressive occupation put a 
standstill. Moreover, the old and ignorant people fiercely rejected almost every bit 
of breath towards was in civilized Europe appeared as modern.   Religion, as 
usually for those years was misused and “Anathema” was called for every single 
young intellectual who envisioned some changes. 

Such an endeavour needed appropriate instruments, so was a demand for 
schools, new teaching methods, and new code of ethics. The expected results 
would consist of educated young people to counteract the lack of instruction. Only 
basic things had been taught to the poor people, in monasteries (some prays and to 
read/write the name and that was all!)  
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It is not clear at this moment where the teachers of the new schools came with 
their education from, but is not hard to guess that they spent time learning in well 
acknowledged European schools of the time. 

One of the first educators was Dobri Popov Voinikov (b.1833 in Shumen, 
today Bulgaria), lately considered an original, which used theatre as a method of 
teaching Bulgarian history. Somehow oriental, at that time and occurring in east 
European space, the fact appeared as phenomena. 

A complete personality, teacher, musician and composer, conductor and 
musical critic, he authored some textbooks, published and supported a newspaper 
in his native Bulgarian as editor in chief , came with a significant theatrical scripts 
and plays (first Bulgarian drama of “Stoyan Voivoda” for instance). He founded 
the first Bulgarian theatrical company in Braila, Romania, in 1865.   

Covering about five hundred years, the ottoman occupation of what today is 
Bulgaria (independent since 1878), begun at the end of fourteen century. Due to the 
nature of life under Turkish occupation, people’s ignorance coming from the lack 
of education was a fact. The late appearance of Bulgarian theatre (no earlier than 
1830s), as indigenous art form (on large scale), with respect to developed countries 
at that time, can be naturally understood. 

In the early nineteenth century, in Bulgaria as elsewhere (we have a similar 
interpretation of this process in some Romanian cities too), theatre stood for vice 
and depravity, although its naive performances, in local schools and reading rooms, 
tended to end in patriotic hymns, synonymous of potential revolutionary activity, 
sometimes threatening civil order, which was quite uncomfortable for the 
occupation authorities. 

The opposition to the theatrical art in Bulgaria came from the authorities and 
the obedient press, which tried to sell theatre as foreign and profane art form, 
mainly embodied in plays by Goldoni, Hugo, Moliere or Schiller.  

To perform theatre, new art in Bulgaria of nineteenth century, was an almost 
impossible task, so relocation was a must for the authors, players, actors and 
generally speaking for Bulgarian artists. 

In this totally unfavourable historical context theatre troupe of Dobri Voinikov 
had the chance to escape the jurisdiction of Turkish authority and the Islamic law, 
as well as bypass the cultural hegemony of the Greek Orthodox Church, the other 
main player for Bulgarians. 

From this point of view in these early days drama in Bulgaria stood as a rebel  
art form, an element of cultural revival and significant toward political 
independence. The education system also provided a fertile soil for the emergence 
of drama.  

Dobri Voinikov started to write dialogues for the Bulgarian stage, considered 
to be at that time the begining of the Bulgarian theatre.  

As a matter of fact the schools had been playing a prominent role in the 
development of the theatre and will become schools for adults, a stage where the 
history was brought to life.  
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The school ending celebrations gave to Voinikov opportunities to display his 
operas. First of all dialogues, followed meantime by original historical drama like 
“Raina Kniaghinia”, “Stoyan Voivoda”, a comedy, etc. 

Voinikov and his followers strongly believed that a popular and historical 
theatre can give to every spectator the possibility to shape own image, to 
comprehend the deeper meaning of their human mission, and to acquire a sense of 
national pride, duty and responsibility.  Those generous objectives had to be 
achieved from the historical drama. 

Contrary to drama, Dobri Voinikov’s comedy entitled “Civilization Misunder-
stood “, written in 1871, prior to the Russian-Turkish war, will be the main 
objective of this paper. 

The original play was a comic satire, which stigmatizes the taste for “French” 
of the elite, in contrast to the “solid” Bulgarian values. 

No simple accident in our choice; in fact the intention is to debate similarities 
of Voinikov’s play and some of the Vasile Alecsandri’s (1821-1890) playwright 
opera. Alecsandri was the Moldavia’s foremost dramatist and a great lyric poet.  

Alecsandri was born at Bacau to a noble family, in 1840 he was appointed 
joint director of “Iasi Variety Theatre”  and came into prominence as the author of  
the most popular Rumanian play of the season “The Freemason from Hârlău”) a 
comedy he wrote specially for Costache Caragiale. 

Two modern theatres have been taken his name:  The National Theatre in Iasi 
(Romania) and The Moldavian Musical-Dramatic Theatre at Bălţi (Moldova). 

In 1840, he became director of the National Theatre of Iaşi.  He wrote his first 
play, “The Freemason from  Harlau" – in Romanian “Farmazonul din Hârlău", and, 
in 1844, his second, "Iorgu de la Sadagura", a comedy.  

Both saw the stage to mild acclaim. 
He published in “Dacia Literară”, the first Romanian language literary 

magazine, founded by Mihail Kogălniceanu, as well as to “Albina Românească”, 
the first Romanian language newspaper in Moldavia.  

We can say also that at that time Voinikov was the unnameable director of the 
Bulgarian national theatre from exile and that he made from his newspaper which 
editor he was, “Danubian Swan”, a real tribune of the voice of the emigrants from 
Romania and especially from Braila.  

The background of the two plays is a very debauched character of the two 
“Balkans” societies because at that time they liked to ape foreigners (as for 
example the hero of Voinikov play, the Greek Margaridi) and to defame ourselves 
as does Anka, Iorgu, Dimitraki, Gahita in the plays we are talking about.  

Therefore the Romanian and Bulgarian societies “followed the winds” and  
have been turn into “Turkish” style,  “Greek” style, and God knows what else, and 
by God mercy, as we have seen in the comedies, we have turn to be “French “style, 
but  only by a pseudo-language and nothing more.  

The similarities of Voinikov’s play “Civilization Misunderstood”  to “Mr. 
Iorgu from Sadagura” (called also “A Nephew is a limb of Satan – as played in Iasi 
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at 1844) and “Trilogy of Coana Chirita” authored by Alecsandri are obviously 
special.  

We count mainly for in the language and the way of dressing, but we don’t 
exclude significant scenes chosen for the play.  

Let’s come with some examples: 
1) In the Romanian play, the nephew of Mr. Damian Enachi had come back 

from Sadagura. which means the center of the universe to him, a place where the 
civilization is blossoming in her splendour, carrying a dichotomy of “we” (the 
educated people)-“they” (the old and uneducated citizens of Romania)”. In 
Bulgarian play, on the other side, Dimitraki the son of an enriched shopkeeper 
came back from Paris with a mistaken idea about civilization and its benefit upon 
the Bulgarian society.  

Dimitraki’s father wanted him an educated man and for this purpose he paid 
the entire voyage and his studies in Paris, but as the Alecsandri’s hero, he came 
back only with the hate for everything that is Bulgarian:  clothes, way of speaking, 
the food and drinks and ending  up hating everything  to be Bulgarian.  Instead of 
helping his father at the shop he spends the entire day in the coffee shop reading 
newspaper and talking with “French” accent.  Similar issues experienced his 
Romanian counterpart.  

It’s very important to emphasize that the Romanian society where the young 
Bulgarian playwright had arrived to a certain point of the understanding was also 
confused in the perception of the real values of civilizations, and was treating it 
almost in the same manner as the Bulgarian: to be civilized means just to know 
some words in French to use it in front of the uneducated people only to show just 
how smart they are! 

Both young men Dimitraki the brother of Anka and Iorgu were a kind of 
misrepresent of the new world.  

2) In both comedies, the women play similar characters: Gahita (from 
Alecsandri, which is a neighbour of Iorgu’s uncle) and Anka (from Voinikov, the 
sister of Dimitraki). Anka had never been in the “real Europe” and her only dream 
is that one day she will be a real lady, dressed properly and talking in French. She 
wants to get out of her village and to start a new life side by side with a so called 
European, who is doctor Margaridi a fake physician. She wants to marry him, but 
her plans are ruined. In the play of Alecsandri, Gahita wants to marry, Iorgu, 
younger than her, and wants to escape the dusty village where she’s living since 
she remembers.  

3) After a lot of adventure the honour of the romanian and bulgarion nation is 
saved and the young are making peace with the older generation, understanding 
that paying tribute to the national tradition don’t harm the progress of a nation.  

The real civilization coming with the education doesn’t jeopardize the pride of 
being a real Bulgarian or either Romanian.  

4) Even if the manners of writing the comedy of both authors are similar: they 
adopted a romantic style, but the true represented in it is a little bit cruel: it’s very 
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easy to be between one`s teeth, and not to understand properly the current of living 
after the new rules of the western society.  

 
Conclusion  
These two plays had accomplished the aim of showing the good and bad 

habits of copying things. Are they good for own society?  Should they be filtered, 
adapted...? 

A very important thing to remember is that the ”Civilization Misunderstood” 
is considered to be the landmark in the early  phase of authentic Bulgarian drama 
and, as such, may still be revived from time to time. 
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