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Over the past 35 years, research dedicated to theatrical art in Bulgaria during 

the socialist era has been extensive, with assessments of its achievements and 

shortcomings being diverse. Pluralism in approaches and analyses is natural in a 

democratic society, yet conclusions have often been influenced by authorial bias and 

the political and ideological dominance of the periods in which they were made. A 

careful review reveals certain common trends in scholarly interpretations throughout 

the 1990s and the beginning of the 21st century—specifically during the 1997/98–

2001 period and over the last quarter-century. It is an indisputable fact, however, that 

theatrical art, along with literature and cinema from the socialist years, has generally 

been well-researched and problematized by scholars. Naturally, there remain 

specific periods and case studies that are yet to be brought to light. 
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Such is the case with Hristiyan Danchev’s dissertation on the topic "Power 

and Theatre in Bulgaria 1944–1949." After a precise historiographical review, the 

doctoral candidate concludes that these particular years are fragmentarily 

represented in published scholarly works, whereas they—according to him, and 

objectively so—laid the foundations for the changes in the organization and 

development of theatrical art in subsequent periods. 

The primary objective he sets for the study is to examine these "power and 

theatre years" in detail and in full, based on primary documents from the Central 

State Archives of the Republic of Bulgaria and its branches in Haskovo and Varna, 

the Archive of the Union of Actors in Bulgaria, and the Archive of the Central 

Committee of the Trade Union of Actors and Theatre Employees in Bulgaria (a large 

portion of the documents used are introduced into scholarly circulation for the first 

time). This is achieved through a careful review of personal archives, memoirs, and 

diaries of theatre figures, publications in the magazines Teatar and Izkustvo, and the 

daily press, as well as information from published monographs, studies, and articles. 

The work is organized into an introduction, two chapters, a conclusion, a 

bibliography, and appendices, spanning an impressive 450 pages. The text is 

structured on both chronological and thematic principles. 

 

In the introduction, the chronological boundaries of the study are clearly 

argued: between the coup of September 9, 1944, and the entry into force in June 1949 

of the new Decree on Theatres, which formally repealed the 1942 Law on Theatres 

and legalized and re-established all changes in theatrical art over the preceding five 

years (p. 4).  

Thus, the doctoral candidate does not mechanically accept the conventional 

periodization of the initial phase (1944–1947/8) but proposes an end date marking 
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the year when an official document declared the altered goals and tasks of the 

Bulgarian theatre under Soviet-style socialism. 

The introductory text of the dissertation also includes a theoretical section, 

which the author utilizes in presenting and interpreting the mechanisms of the 

power-theatre relationship during the years under review. This refers to the concept 

of the French historian and philosopher Michel Foucault, which the author has 

correctly deployed. At its core is Foucault's distinction between "traditional" and 

"disciplinary" power. 

An organic part of the introduction is the tracing of the history of the Bulgarian 

theatre from its inception until September 1944. The purpose of this retrospective 

look is to reveal the specific role of the state, as well as the power-theatre relationship 

at the end of the 19th century, during the first decade of the 20th century, throughout 

the Balkan Wars and World War I, in the interwar period, and during World War II. 

Considering that after the restoration of the Bulgarian state in 1878, the French 

cultural model was adopted—according to which the state finances and cares for 

culture with the aim of ensuring access for all citizens—its significant role and 

impact on theatrical art are understandable. This partly explains the presence of 

certain commonalities, both institutionally and in the power-theatre dynamics, 

between the first and second halves of the 20th century. 

Of course, the post-World War II period in Bulgaria is highly specific, and the 

power-culture—and respectively, power-theatre—relations possess substantial 

differences compared to previous years. These differences are very well 

distinguished, developed, and problematized by the doctoral candidate. 

 

In the first chapter, "The End of the War and the Bulgarian Theatre 

(September 9, 1944 – mid-1945)", the socio-political background against which the 

initial changes to previous practices took place is outlined. At the same time, a 
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"purge" was carried out within the Union of Actors, which the author details by 

name. Simultaneously, theatrical troupes were formed to be dispatched to the 

operational areas of the Bulgarian troops participating in the final phase of the war 

as part of the Third Ukrainian Front. 

The text of the first paragraph, "Theatrical Activity in the Theatre of Military 

Operations," is indeed one of the doctoral candidate's significant contributions. It 

examines the role of the so-called "Flying Groups" from before September 9, 1944, 

and prior to Bulgaria's entry into the war on the side of the Allies. State efforts to 

form frontline theatres are presented, the problems encountered by the organizers 

are listed, and the members of these theatrical troupes are identified by name. The 

doctoral candidate provides a detailed account of the activities, repertoire, and 

difficulties faced during the first and second stages of the war by the theatres 

Mladost, Tribuna, Studio Frontovak, and Narodna Estrada. Emphasis is placed on 

the cultural and propaganda role of these troupes both among the troops and the 

civilian population. 

I would especially like to highlight the significance of the section "Bulgarian 

Theatre Figures before the VI Chamber of the People's Court." It presents the trials 

of two actors—Ivan Beshtepeliev (acquitted, but briefly sent to a labor 

camp/community) and Pantaley Hranov (sentenced to a one-year suspended 

sentence and a 1,000 BGN fine). Despite the sentence, Pantaley Hranov remained 

employed at the National Theatre, where Trifon Kunev served as director until the 

summer of 1945. Unfortunately, Hranov suffered from tuberculosis and passed away 

in October 1945. 

In uncovering and interpreting the course of the trials, the legal defense, and 

the testimony of witnesses for the two defendants, Hristiyan Danchev has 

demonstrated undeniable professionalism. It is clear from the presentation that all 

participants in the defense showed integrity and humanity, which was not easy and 
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was quite rare in those difficult times. The value of this text also lies in the 

conclusion we inevitably draw today: that every case is specific, and it is crucial to 

study each individually, avoiding generalizations even when dealing with complex 

matters such as the "People's Court." 

The first part of the dissertation concludes with the doctoral candidate’s 

presentation and problematization of the decisions made at the 19th Congress of the 

Union of Actors in June 1945, which marked the end of the old structure and laid the 

foundations for the new theatre. 

 

The second chapter, "The Creation of the 'New Theatre'," covers the period 

from mid-1945 to mid-1949. The introductory text already outlines the primary 

directions in which the theatre would develop in the following years. Institutionally, 

the role of the state in the organization and control of cultural and, respectively, 

theatrical life was to some extent continued, but also intensified. Gradually, under 

the conditions of multi-party rule and the presence of an opposition, changes 

occurred in which power-theatre relations were characterized more by providing 

guidelines, imposing ideological restrictions, and offering material support—or 

specific "care," as the doctoral candidate defines it—rather than by punishments and 

sanctions. These new characteristics are traced and commented upon by the author 

through a concrete analysis of the role and activities of the Ministry of Propaganda 

/ Ministry of Information and Arts, the Chamber of National Culture, and in the final 

stage (from 1948 to mid-1949, when the Soviet model was forcibly imposed), the 

activities of the Committee for Science, Art, and Culture (KNIK). 

The text in this second part is extensive, punctual, densely factual, and yet 

conceptual. Not a single activity of either the authorities or the theatrical institution 

is overlooked; in their totality and interaction, they laid the foundations of the 

socialist theatre. Ideologization and control emerge as leading characteristics, but 
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alongside them come professionalization, the expansion of the theatrical network, 

and the state's comprehensive social policy. 

The new directions in the theatre's development, testifying to the authorities' 

use of this art form to serve their politics, are also expressed in the mobilization of 

troupes to support all important events of the Fatherland Front government—

elections for the 26th Ordinary National Assembly, the Referendum for a Republic, 

elections for the Grand National Assembly, and actions related to the trial against 

Traycho Kostov. 

Theatrical ensembles were also engaged through their activities in promoting 

the Brigadier Movement, performing for specific workers' collectives, during jubilee 

celebrations, and on official holidays such as May 1st, September 9th, the October 

Revolution, and others. Some troupes were mobilized to give performances in aid of 

distressed Romanian children and in support of the partisan movement in Greece. 

Distinctly contributive moments in the dissertation are the accurate analyses 

of the 1942 Law on Theatres, the 19th Congress of the Union of Actors in Bulgaria, 

and the 1949 Decree on Theatres, as well as the comparative analysis of the internal 

management regulations before and after September 9, 1944. The change in 

repertoire, the selection of directors, and the methods of financing the theatrical 

network have been precisely researched and problematized by the doctoral candidate 

for the first time. 

I must also note the text presenting the Vidin Municipal Theatre, the Gorna 

Dzhumaya National Theatre, and the "Minority" theatres; the analysis of these shows 

both commonalities and, above all, specific nuances in their overall functioning. 

Theatrical relations abroad are traced and commented upon by the candidate 

in two distinct periods: 1944–1947 and 1948–1949. The specific characteristics, 

which are synchronized with the particular political developments of those years, are 

clearly outlined. In the first period, contacts were more open, although primarily 
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with the countries of the Anti-Hitler Coalition. In the second period, they became 

even more restricted, focusing on contacts with the Soviet Union and the other 

socialist states. 

The informative density of the work is further enhanced by the biographies of 

iconic theatre figures who worked during this period, provided in the footnotes.  

The dissertation's conclusion presents a summary of the extensively 

developed text, with clearly defined trends and emphases on the leading 

characteristics of the new, state-directed, and heavily ideologized Bulgarian theatre 

in the early years of the Cold War. Two appendices are included with information 

on: 1. Plays performed by professional theatres in 1946, and 2. The composition of 

theatres in Bulgaria during the 1947/1948 season. These can be used by theatre 

researchers  for reference and further analysis. 

 

The abstract is 24 pages long and includes all paragraphs required by law. 

The structure of the thesis is presented, with summaries of the main points of each 

part. The scholarly contributions of the dissertation are outlined. Three articles on 

the doctoral topic are also included, published in authoritative journals such as 

Istoriya, Bulgarska Istoriya, and Istoricheski Pregled. 

My primary recommendation to the doctoral candidate is, where possible, to 

shorten some lengthy quotations, as well as those parts of the text where repetitions 

of already established summaries inevitably occur. After such a final review, it is 

advisable to propose the work for publication. 

 

Conclusion: 

In the presented doctoral thesis, Power and Theatre in Bulgaria 1944–1949, 

Hristiyan Danchev demonstrates the ability to work with archival documents and 

literature, to analyze and summarize, to argue the theses put forward in the 
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dissertation, and to defend his professional opinion by engaging in debate with texts 

by leading theatre scholars, such as those of Prof. Violeta Decheva. 

 

All of this gives me reason to vote, without hesitation, in favor of awarding 

Hristiyan Varbanov Danchev the educational and scientific degree of "Doctor" 

(PhD). 

 

 

May 5, 2026      Assoc. Prof. Natalia Hristova, PhD 

NBU 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


