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Introduction 

The chapters of this volume are mostly written based on the papers presented 

at the workshop Uses of the Past in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe in Modern 

and Contemporary Period (Bucharest, June 21, 2018). The event has been jointly 

organized by the Institute for South-East European Studies of the Romanian Academy, 

the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 

and the Institute for Archaeology and Ethnology of the Polish Academy of Sciences. 

The wider framework of cooperation between the three institutions is taking the 

form of the bilateral inter-academic exchange projects Ethnicity, People and 

Environment on the Danube, implemented by the Institute for South-East European 

Studies and the Institute for Ethnology and Folklore Studies of the Bulgarian 

Academy of Sciences, and Ethnic Groups and National Minorities in Central- and 

South-Eastern Europe (17
th
–21

st
 c.), implemented by the Institute for South-East 

European Studies and the Institute for Archaeology and Ethnology of the Polish 

Academy of Sciences. The cooperation between the three institutes goes a while 

back in time. After each international workshop collective volumes of papers presented 

in international workshops, like the one that took place in June 2018 in Bucharest, 

were published. While the themes of the previous events and publications dealt with 

classic aspects of ethnology and social anthropology
1
, this year’s publication comes 

with a novel comparative approach for the east and south-east European region, 

that is, the ethnological recovery and presentation of the tangible and intangible 

past of the respective societies.  

 The interest in the mechanisms of recovery of the traumatizing past, such 

as the two World Wars and the Right and Left totalitarian regimes ‒ the Nazi and 

the Communist periods ‒, along with their integration in a museographic discourse 

encompassing a long swathe of history is a relatively recent approach. The 

literature originating from these research programs is significant and continues to 

be written
2
. Furthermore, under the influence of the themes generated by the 

traumatizing past, the “classic” museographic discourse, based on the gathering of 

objects, documents, written testimonies or images, photo and film collections tends 
 

1 P. Hristov, A. Kasabova, E. Troeva and D. Demski (eds.) Contextualising changes: Shifting 

Borders, Migrations and Identities, Sofia, 2015;, D. Demski, A. Kassabova, I. Sz. Kristóf, L. Laineste,  

K. Baraniecka-Olszewska (eds.), The Multi-Mediatized Other. The Construction of Reality in East-

Central Europe, 1945–1980, Budapest, 2017. 
2 D.J. Sherman and I. Rogoff (eds.), Museum Culture: Histories Discourses Spectacles, London, 

1994; S.A.Crane (ed.), Museums and Memory, Stanford, 2000; P. Apor and O. Sarkisova (eds.), Past 

for the Eyes: East European Representations of Communism in Cinema and Museums after 1989, 

Budapest, 2007. 
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to become self-reflexive, problematic and at the same time complex and refined. 

This tendency is illustrated, even if limited to the scale of a single country, by 

recent works from the space we are referring to, i.e. the eastern and south-eastern 

Europe.  

It is within this bibliographical framework that the present volume proposes 

first and foremost a comparative approach. Second, it lays stress on the link between 

the recovery and exposure of the past in the classic and dedicated space of museums 

and the type of research this museographic discourse is based on. Putting ethnology 

research at the heart of this discourse offers alternative areas of recovering and 

exposing the past, a fact which is this volume’s core argument and also the glue 

between its two parts.  

The chapters of the first section focus on contexts and ways of preservation 

and re-signification of the historical heritage in museums. Dagnosław Demski’s 

chapter, the first in the volume, deals contrastively with various kinds of museographic 

discourses, i.e. national – local, public – private, classic – postmodern, emphasizing 

the conceptual and ideological premises of each such discourse. The chapter draws 

on field research in Bulgarian, Latvian, Polish and Romanian museums carried out 

between 2015 and 2018 as well as a rich bibliography dealing with the theme. 

Demski’s original idea is both interesting and provocative as the interest in the 

display of the past at least in Europe is linked to urban development, societal 

urbanisation, an early phenomenon that begun when the share of the urban 

population was still small. But if the first museums were created somehow naturally in 

cities, the emergence of the modern state complicated the process and multiplied 

the contexts of the museum discourse; this topic is treated distinctly in the first 

chapter. Equally significant is what Demski calls “unwanted past”, that is, the 

traumatic experience of the world wars and totalitarianisms which is being 

assimilated in the post-modern museum discourse. 

Mirroring Demski’s chapter is Maria Mateoniu’s contribution which reviews 

the premises in which in the early 20
th
 century the network of ethnographic 

museums expanded in the interwar Romania by the creation of four museums, i.e. 

the National Art Museum in Bucharest and the Astra Museum in Sibiu, both 

opened in the first decade of the 20th century, the Museum of Transylvania in Cluj 

and the Village Museum in Bucharest established in the interwar period. Beyond 

the political premises and connotations, Mateoniu highlights the various sources of 

inspiration of these projects. On the one hand, the import of European ideas on the 

organization of museums such as the Skansen model or the Berlin “Kaiser 

Friedrich” Museum played an important role. On the other hand, the initiators of 

these museums were guided by distinct research conceptions like the history of 

traditional art, ethnography and human geography, or rural sociology. 

Dominika Czarnecka discusses in her chapter the premises on which the 

discourse of military museums was built as well as their timeliness and usefulness 

in three countries ‒ Bulgaria, Poland and Romania. The common trait is that they 



3 Introduction 

 

9 

were all founded in the interwar period thus reflecting a “national project” funded 

entirely by the state and featuring a unidimensional perspective of the historical 

past. Furthermore, Czarneeka examines the museographic programs of the three 

museums in light of the hypothesis lieux de mémoire (Pierre Nora), and differences 

arise. Both Poland and Romania were among the winners of the First World War; 

the former regained its statehood, the latter almost doubled its territory and population, 

facts which led to a victorious and glittering portrayal of their historical past. For 

Bulgaria, however, the historical past is represented rather modestly due to the 

status of nation defeated in the First World War. As a matter of fact, the Military 

Museum in Sofia was established in the late interwar period. And the Bulgarian military 

museum discourse remained unchanged and somewhat outdated, untouched by recent 

innovations. 

The chapter authored by Kamila Baraniecka-Olszewska highlights an 

alternative representation of the military past, namely, the outdoor performances of 

different military events that took place during the Second World War in Poland. 

Unlike the museographic displays in the military museums described by Czarnecka, 

these types of representation enjoyed an enthusiastic public success and rich 

attendance. Nonetheless, Baraniecka-Olszewska argues that even these spectacles 

are ideologically manipulated and represent a rewriting of the history through the 

reinterpretation of the past. Moreover, they are particularly integrated in targeted 

policies by the current ruling party in Poland, the ultraconservative, anti-European 

and nationalist Law and Justice Party.   

 The last chapter of the first section, written by Stelu Șerban, also deals 

with an alternative kind of museum discourse, the case of the Romanian Peasant 

Museum in Bucharest reestablished in 1990. It appeared drawing on public success 

and emulation of the historical past, while from the very beginning the museum 

discourse overlapped the personality of Horia Bernea, the director of the museum. 

Bernea was a prominent painter and a member of the anticommunist elite. Following a 

complete departure from the communist regime, the supposedly antireligious or 

even atheist, he inaugurated a display pattern based on the Christian symbolism of 

the cross as present in the peasant art. A portion of the museum items belonging to 

the former museum of national art, actually peasant art founded by Alexandru 

Tzigara Samurcaş in the 1900s, was thus placed in a novel symbolic paradigm, 

with its share of ideological influences of interwar national extremism and the 

idealization of the peasant world. In the early 2000s, however, without giving up 

the initial displays, there appeared alternative exhibitions based on more recent 

ethnology and social anthropology research. 

The chapters in the volume’s second half change the relation museum – 

ethnology/anthropology research. If the narrative in the first section starts from 

museums, museum discourses, their premises and relation with a certain conceptual 

paradigm, the starting point here is the ethnology and anthropology field research 

and it continues with possible paths of museographic models. 
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The first two chapters deal with the identity of the migrants from Bulgaria 

and Greece and the way in which the historical past helps a new collective identity 

coalesce in the host society at the same time maintaining the link with its native 

places. Maria Markova’s chapter draws on recent field research (mid-2010s) in 

southern Bulgaria within communities built by the Bulgarian-speaking population 

migrated from the nowadays northern Greece beginning from the end of the Balkan 

Wars throughout the entire interwar timeframe. These communities’ historical 

narrative differs from the official discourse with well-defined contexts of some 

events being re-signified in a plastic and expressive manner in the locals’ accounts. 

Markova highlights the fact that we are dealing with a live history meant to 

strengthen the relationship between generations and to convey orally an own type 

of history differing from the official narrative. Such narrative is extremely 

emotional and nostalgic towards the native places in nowadays Greece. 

The chapter written by Sebastian Ștefănucă treats the reconstruction of the 

collective identity of the Balkan migrants through images and representations of 

the historical past. The author’s report is underpinned by field research carried out 

in northern Greece in the mid 2010s in geographically close communities but 

whose populations originating from different areas of Asia Minor were colonized 

in Greece after the First World War. Ștefănucă adds some ethnographical observations 

based on research in the areas from where the Greek-speaking populations came 

(the southern shore of the Black Sea and the continental area of Asia Minor). Drawing 

on this field experience, the author recognizes a sui-generis collective identity 

based both on the glorious Hellenic past (present in documentaries) as well as on a 

Christian conception contrasting the Muslim ethos from the place of origin 

(exemplified by the burning-of-Judah ritual performed in the Holy Week both in 

northern Greece and native Turkey). 

Evgenia Troeva describes in her chapter the museographic treatment of the 

archaeological findings of Pliska, the first capital of the Bulgarian state. The treatment 

was begun in the interwar years and went on in the communist era up to the present 

time. The theoretical frame of analysis is historical ethnology, to which various 

contemporary sources, fieldtrips, mass-media, internet, are added. The process of 

constructing ideas about the first Bulgarian capital depends on the political context 

and passes through various stages. While in the national narrative Pliska is mainly 

associated with the formation of the Bulgarian state, on a local level, initiatives and 

public space shaping in the last decade have been focusing on Knyaz Boris the First 

and the adoption of Christianity and the Cyrillic alphabet. On the national level, such 

considerations have led to the initiative of rebuilding the Grand Basilica. It reflects 

the trend of rebuilding a number of historical sites, motivated both by a desire to 

develop cultural and religious tourism and by increasing nationalist tendencies.  

While the previous chapters feature a nuanced analysis of the ideological and 

influential premises of the portrayal of the historical past, the final two chapters 

deal with the mechanism of ideological censorship administered by the state in two 
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periods of time, namely, the second half of the 19
th
 century in the Romanian 

Principalities and the Ottoman Empire, and the 1970s in communist Bulgaria. The 

chapter authored by Virginia Blânda refers to the former timeframe and focuses 

on the written press control and censorship laws. Although they are geographically 

and historically close, the comparison of the two cases brings forth the strongly 

formative outcomes of the emergence and development, even if in its early stages, 

of mass culture. Initially being favorable to this type of culture, emerged at the 

same time with the modernizing ideologies and programs both states took on in this 

period, the political authorities grew rapidly suspicious as they saw in the texts and 

images spread through press channels and mass literature subversion to the social 

order. Hence the emergence of a special and highly restrictive legislation meant to 

hold in check such phenomenon. 

Milena Marinova’s chapter is based on the analysis of two “family” comedies 

produced in 1976 and 1978 in Bulgaria. Despite the neutral topic, namely, the forming 

of young families, accompanied by all the formal and informal happenings the 

newlyweds go through, Marinova highlights the fact that throughout the period of 

socialism the state undertook a number of measures to control all aspects of the 

population’s life. The family, which at that time is looked upon as “a major cell of 

society”, is to shape the future generations in keeping with the ideology of the 

communist party. The family is kept under control ever since the start of its 

formation. A great number of regulations and restrictions are drawn concerning 

marriage contraction age, its form (e.g., “comsomol-style” marriage) and the 

family’s reproductive function. The report highlights the depiction of those aspects 

of state policy in feature films from the “mature socialism” period. 

Stelu Şerban 



 Introduction  6 

 

12 

 


