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Hristiyan Danchev is a graduate of the Faculty of History at Sofia University “St. Kliment
Ohridski,” where he earned a Bachelor’s degree in the History of the Balkan Peoples and
subsequently a Master’s degree in Modern and Contemporary Bulgarian History (with highest
honors). He continued his professional career at the State Agency “Archives,” where he
currently works. This introduction to the doctoral candidate is necessary not only in view of the
formal requirements for a dissertation review. It allows us to trace the young colleague’s
interests and their evolution in a direction related to modern Bulgarian history. He developed
the dissertation topic—“Power and Theater in Bulgaria, 1944—-1989”—as a regular doctoral
student in the Department of Bulgarian History at the Faculty of History of Sofia University
“St. Kliment Ohridski.” from February 2023 to February 2026 under the academic supervision



of the leading expert in this field—Prof. Dr. Evgenia Kalinova. It is encouraging that Hristiyan

Donchev is submitting his dissertation for defense as part of his regular doctoral program.

Formulated in this way, the dissertation topic requires knowledge of both Bulgaria’s political
development in the early years following the coup of September 9, 1944, and the state of the
cultural sphere and its restructuring during a transitional period. In particular, theater, as a
popular and highly influential sphere of cultural life, has its own specific characteristics, and
this makes the topic suitable for a dissertation. During the period in question, it has not been
the subject of a comprehensive independent study, and in this sense, the dissertation contributes
to filling a gap in Bulgarian historiography. In highlighting the significance of the topic,
Hristiyan Danchev emphasizes theater as one of the first arts in the country to enjoy widespread
popularity and, as a result, play an important role in shaping values and worldviews, including
political ones. Ideology reaches people most easily and accessibly precisely through the theater,
and it becomes a priority for the authorities, as well as their instrument. At the same time, the
doctoral candidate clearly highlights the dual role of this institution—both as an instrument and
as a counterpoint to the authorities. These complex relationships between power, culture
(theater), ideology, and society are the subject of the dissertation, and they are successfully have

been traced, substantiated, and analyzed.

The chronological framework of the study is logically and clearly defined between the political
change in Bulgaria on September 9, 1944, and 1949, when the Decree on Theaters established
a distinct boundary, subordinating the theatrical arts to the authorities in the form of the
Committee for Science, Art, and Culture. The doctoral candidate has convincingly fulfilled the
task of tracing the dynamics between theater and authority during this period. The

historiographical review of the topic is thorough, detailed, and comprehensive.

The dissertation consists of an introduction, a main body in two chapters, a conclusion, a
bibliography, and appendices, with a total length of 450 pages. The introduction addresses the
essential questions for this section of the dissertation regarding structure, chronological
boundaries, objectives, the source base, and the state of historiography. The excellently
organized bibliography at the end of the dissertation lists over 80 scholarly publications in

Bulgarian and English, which are correctly and conscientiously cited in the main text.

The analyses and conclusions in Hristiyan Danchev’s study are based on a solid body of

sources, and in this regard, the doctoral candidate has done an excellent job. He has researched



documents from 14 fonds at the Central State Archives of the Republic of Bulgaria, as well as
documents from the archives in Varna and Haskovo. In addition to archival sources, Hristiyan
has made efforts to locate numerous published documents, collections, memoirs, journalistic
works, reference books, periodicals, and online sources providing information of diverse nature
and type. The inclusion of such a wealth of archival and other sources in the study undoubtedly
enhances its quality and is among the dissertation’s contributions. The search for and
introduction into scholarly circulation of such a volume of sources is an excellent testament to

the doctoral candidate’s serious approach to research work.

The first chapter of the dissertation examines Bulgarian theater from the coup of September 9,
1944, to the end of World War Il in mid-1945. It is divided into three sections, tracing the initial
steps of the new regime, the “dismantling” of the old model of Bulgarian theater through a
purge of the Union of Artists, the bringing of theater figures to trial before the People’s Court,
and the convening of the 19th Congress of the Union of Artists. In this chapter, the doctoral
candidate successfully reveals the diverse functions that the theater acquired and performed at
various stages—its involvement in combat operations during the war, its mobilization and
educational function, its subordination to political goals, and its role in maintaining “discipline,
morale, and collective identity under wartime conditions,” as the author correctly notes. Under
the new Fatherland Front regime, this role of the theater was strengthened and institutionalized,
a process convincingly presented in the dissertation’s narrative, well-argued, and supported by
a wealth of source material. Special attention is devoted to the Sixth Composition of the
People’s Court and the 19th Congress of the Union of Artists, which reshaped theatrical life in
the country and the role of artists.

The second chapter forms the core of the study and traces the entire process of the theater’s
establishment and development under the rule of the Fatherland Front until mid-1949. Here, the
doctoral candidate has utilized a vast array of information, which he has patiently and
conscientiously processed, analyzed, and presented to the reader as valuable insight. Drawing
on a wealth of documentary and source material, structured into seven sections, Hristiyan
Danchev provides a detailed account of the arduous path of transformation in Bulgarian theater
during the early postwar years. He covers virtually all aspects—institutional, financial, political,
public, social, and personnel-related. First, the cultural institutions related to theater are
examined—the Ministry of Propaganda, renamed the Ministry of Information and Arts. Next,

the text examines the place of theater in socio-political life. Special attention is given to the



relationship between the authorities and theater employees, viewed within a social and
personnel context. The text highlights the financial dependence of artists on the authorities—
on the one hand, the authorities provide for their material needs, but on the other, this places
them in a position of dependence and inclines them toward self-censorship and compliance with
imposed directives. The theater repertoire occupies a distinct place in the study as a barometer
of political and social sentiments. One of the appendices to the dissertation is devoted to it,
presenting a list of plays performed by professional theaters in 1946.

The doctoral student’s perspective on the roles of the director and the audience as the two main
pillars of the theatrical system is particularly interesting. Emphasis is placed on the new role of
directors, which, in addition to professional competence, now also includes a socio-ideological
function. The doctoral candidate’s observation that the identity of the “new theater
professional” is inextricably linked to the institution and its goals, as well as to public service,
is particularly noteworthy. The section on theater funding and management also deserves praise.
This is a topic often avoided by historians, but Hristiyan Danchev did not hesitate to examine
it in detail and provide a comprehensive picture that helps explain many processes. Added value
is provided by the fact that the dissertation examines the theater network throughout the
country, not just in the capital and larger cities. Significant emphasis is placed on “minority
theaters,” particularly those among the Turkish population, with this placed within the context

of state and party policies toward minorities.

Last but not least, the section on theater ties with other countries is also valuable. As the doctoral
candidate aptly puts it, and subsequently substantiates with facts: “Theatrical ties, as a
constructive element of cultural exchange with foreign countries, were an integral part of the
instruments of power in the conduct of Bulgaria’s foreign policy during the period 1944—-1949.
They were one of the mechanisms for legitimizing power not only in domestic politics but also

in foreign policy.”

In this information-rich chapter, the doctoral candidate demonstrated the ability to handle a
significant amount of information, process it, analyze it, and systematize it, without losing the
chronological and logical thread of the text. A significant contribution of the text is the
systematization of a large volume of financial and statistical data, which presents various
aspects of the financing and management of theaters in the country in a clear and easily

understandable manner.



The conclusion presents the main points of the dissertation and demonstrates the doctoral
candidate’s ability to draw clear conclusions based on the detailed analyses conducted. The
conclusions reached by the doctoral candidate as a result of the historical and philosophical-art-
historical perspective he has adopted in his approach to the topic are summarized. The cause-

and-effect relationships are logical, clearly delineated, and well-founded.

| would like to offer one recommendation regarding Hristiyan Danchev’s future scholarly work
on this topic. It seems to me that the text would benefit from devoting more attention to the
profiles and biographies of leading Bulgarian theater figures—directors, actors, and
administrators. Among them are quite a few “foreigners,” primarily Jews, whose presence in
the country’s cultural life is significant. One could examine whether they bring a distinct
perspective—whether in the interpretation of productions, in contacts with foreign countries, or

whether they fit seamlessly and without distinction into the new direction of the theater system.

The recommendations made in no way detract from the overall excellent impression left by
Hristiyan Danchev’s dissertation, which constitutes an independent and in-depth study based
on a solid body of documentation. Through this work, the doctoral candidate demonstrates the
skills of a professional historian. An additional but important plus is the excellent style of

presentation.

The abstract corresponds to the content of the dissertation, and the scientific contributions,
though formulated rather concisely, give an idea of the scientific significance of the dissertation.
Hristiyan Danchev’s publication record meets academic and legal requirements and the
required number of credits. He has three publications on the dissertation topic in reputable

academic collections and journals.

In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that Hristiyan Danchev’s dissertation fully meets the
criteria for serious and professional scientific research. My evaluation of it is positive, and |
will therefore vote in favor of awarding the doctoral candidate the academic and scientific

degree of “Doctor.”

April 16, 2026 Prof. Dr. Rumyana Marinova-Christidi



