
HUNGARIAN theatre professionals formed
a separate middle-class group in Transyl -
vania at the time when this region joined
Greater Romania after the Paris Peace Con -
fer ences of 1919.1 Situated between the
state’s bureaucratic and political control and
the decisive power of the viewing public,
they were neither active nationalists defend -
ing Hungarian interests nor passive obser -
vers of the workings of ethnicity among
minorities and the Romanian majority. Their
work is an interesting case to follow as it
reveals the transition of their home region,
Transylvania, from pre-war Hungary and
the orbit of the Habsburg Empire to the
nation state of Greater Romania and the
impact that this transition had on their civic
and business lives in that state. 

Bound by business contacts that reached
as far as Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Yugo -
slavia, while headquartered in Transyl van -
ian cities, this professional group relied on
theatre tours and permanent theatre build -
ings to mount performances of high quality
and business profitability. They pro vided the
only source of professional theatre playing in
Hungarian for approximately 330,397 Hun -

garian ethnics living in urban centres, out of
a total of 1,353,288 Hungarians living in the
whole province in the 1920s.2 The profes -
sionals in question were theatre directors
(also called managers, színigazgató) – roughly
two dozen indi vi duals, who ran their own
acting companies, owned a troupe of ten to
up to a hundred members, sometimes serving
for a year in residence in a Transylvanian city
that possessed a theatre building, but more
often itinerant across the region; they poss -
essed stagecraft, costumes, a script library,
and means of transportation; or they were
artists, hired in troupes to perform either on
tour or in a company in residence, and who
could well decide to form their own private
troupe and become directors, if the circum -
stances were favourable. 

In this article I analyze the corres pon -
dence that Hungarian middle-class theatre
professionals exchanged with the Romanian
authorities with the goal of continuing their
businesses within the nation state after the
end of the First World War.3 Comprising
petitions, requests for authorizations, inspec -
tors’ reports, waivers, and fiscal memos, this
correspondence enabled theatre companies
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to conduct their business and the Romanian
state to mould a civic identity through dia -
logue and the duties of citizenship. 

In response to the departure of almost a
quarter of the urban Hungarian population
following the war upheaval and the regime
change, the Romanian state encouraged the
Hungarian artists to return and work in
Tran  syl  vania, by expanding civic member -
ship, civic rights, and civic participation out
of economic interest and because it enhanced
Romania’s international image abroad. As a
result, the artistic profession quickly boun -
ced back in unexpected ways. 

The levers that shaped a new civic iden -
tity for Hungarians who stayed and those
who returned were national and European:
the duties and privileges of Romanian citiz -
en ship, taxation, and copyright, royalties, and
high profitability. The ensuing collabor ation
between Bucharest and theatre professionals
in Transylvania served to validate the state’s
political legitimacy and the minorities’ eco -
nomic entrepreneurship. 

Formerly a province within the nation-
state of Hungary, Transylvania with its adja -

cent regions of Crișana and Maramureș, was
united with Greater Romania after the First
World War. Despite its multi-ethnic and
multi-religious character, the province was
highly coveted by Hungary for the Hun -
garian minority who lived for centuries side
by side with the Romanian majority, for its
economic resources, and for its cultural
heritage. 

Theatre Life in Transylvania

Theatre in Transylvania was historic ally
known for its diverse classical, musical, and
prose repertory. Theatre buildings existed in
Oraviţa (1816–1817), Arad (1820),4 Cluj
(1821), Oradea (1900), Aiud (1828), and
Târgu-Mureș,5 while periodicals like Ellenzék,
KeletiÚjság, Brassói Lapok, TemesváriHírlap,
and Nagyváradi Napló regularly printed
reviews of the plays mounted by private
theatre companies active in the region. 

But financial hardships constantly threat -
ened the artists’ pay and the existence of
their com panies, and the Hungarian state
had to step in and subsidize theatres. Before
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the war, all theatre directors in the region
were Hungarian, and no Romanian troupe in
Transylvania operated as a private or state-
subsidized company. Theatre institutions
and troupes were provided with state incen -
tives to represent Hungarian culture. Back
then, by forbidding Romanian cultural
events, the Hungarian authorities hoped that
the non-Hungarian populations (Slovaks,
Romanians, and Ruthenians) would em -
brace Hungarian language and cultural life.
Being denied opportunities to organize a
cultural life of their own, non-Hungarian
ethnic groups were suspected of political
crimes and put on trial for subverting the
state through their cultural events. 

After the war, under the Romanian
regime, this small but growing middle-class
segment of professional theatre artists of
Hungarian descent could make a living in
Greater Romania as individuals leading a
civic life as Romanian citizens and economic
entrepreneurs. Their work shows them not
as cultural representatives of a minority col -
lec tivity, stressing ethnicity or ethnic rights.
Their companies were private investments
for profit, and economic gain, arising from
the private initiative and the business
acumen of individuals, went to benefit the
owners and stakeholders, not for the cultural
development of an ethnic group. 

This might appear paradoxical, given that
integrating Transylvania into Greater Rom -
ania after 1918 raised the question whether
Romanian governments would bring an end
to theatre life in the Hungarian language.
His torians have considered that the state
would pursue aggressive nationalistic poli -
tics to make it part of a modern nation-state
community, and dominate or suppress min -
orities, seen as culturally and economically
more progres sive and experienced.6

Instead, in minority theatre life, the
Romanian state took steps, mainly civic and
economic rather than political and cultural,
that actually enhanced the prospects of min -
ority theatre businesses through every day
management policies and the integra tion of
theatre professionals of all ethnicities into the
national workforce. Their cultural compo -
nent and the ethnic aspect were sometimes

furtively mobilized depending on the pres -
sures for profitability and business survival
and as dictated by the public. 

Civic Entrepreneurship versus Ethnicity

In allowing a large number of Hungarian
theatre troupes to perform (seven to ten
official troupes to a minority population of
8.6 per cent Hungarians), state officials did
not consider ethnicity in decision making,
but a civic identity, which put citizenship
rights first and financial issues second.7

Citizenship enhanced the prospects of a
theatre troupe in obtaining perks, benefits,
union rights, and guaranteed employment
and social status. Romanian citizenship and
all the rights appertaining to this status
became essential and were openly discussed
in the relationship between minorities and
the Romanian state, while ethnicity was to be
furtively deployed for increasing ticket sales,
and away from the eyes of the authorities. 

Due to its cultural and political inferences,
ethnicity was banned from being openly ex -
pressed in theatre venues. While they do not
form the object of this article, Hungarian
cultural societies for the support of dramatic
art, founded in most cities inhabited by
Hungarians, were the only theatre-related
groups that engaged at great risk in cultural,
political, and ethnic activities . By mobilizing
to provide support to the Hungarian ethnic
group seen as a collectivity and by pursuing
cultural and political goals, they fell under
the supervision and control of the Romanian
Secret Services. For being suspected of play -
ing a political role in the illegal financing of
the cultural life of Hungarian minority, their
work was constantly thwarted.8

Even though politics were every male
citizen’s free choice in Greater Romania,
regardless of ethnicity, politics were banned
from theatre life, making cultural propag -
anda problem atic for business operations.
The Romanian state required that the theatre
businesses of the minorities should allow the
state’s control and supervision,9 and forbade
any interference of politics in theatre life, or
of ethnicity due to its political implications.
Thus, politics became a separate rather than
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a congruent element to culture and ethnicity.
The Transylvanian case is in a sense the

opposite of what Ernest Gellner observed in
Western societies as pertaining to the impact
of modernity – that is, that nation states
sought to make culture, politics, and ethnicity
congruent and cohesive.10 Theatre life shows
that this was not the case in Greater Rom -
ania, as politics within the cultural field in
Transylvania remained solely the province of
politicians (deputies and sena tors), and not
that of the civil employees serving in the
administration and in charge of cultural life.
The latter not only refrained from endorsing
political views but – like Theatre Inspector
Emil Isac (1886–1954), who served in office
from 1920 to 1940, shunned any engagement
with politics – were seen with suspicion and
dis trust by both society at large and the
elites, minority and Romanian.

By banning politics from minority theatre
life, the Romanian state sought to prevent
Hungary from using such a public platform
as theatre to stress irredentist messages and
offer funding. It also sought to prevent Rom -
anian statesmen and politicians, considered
public servants, from having a stake in the
lucrative theatre business and thus enrich ing
themselves. Restrictions applied to plays
featuring political characters and plots,
while those with a historical content were
allowed if stage props and uniforms were
free of symbols specific to Hungary.11

The practice of a prologue preceding the
play was also forbidden, due to any political
content that might be inserted and so agitate
the public.12 Troupes whose arrival in a
location led to street protests and riots were
denied authorization, and their shows were
rescheduled to a period when the chance of
rioting grew less.13 Romanian officials condi -
tioned the approval of theatre events upon
managers’ consent to refrain from politics
and to avoid triggering inter-ethnic conflicts. 

The slightest politically driven initiative,
such as the endorsement of a troupe by a
Hungarian deputy, or with funding from a
bank whose shareholders were Hungarian
political figures, or from the Hungarian Min -
istry of Arts and Culture, could lead to a
com plete shutdown of the troupe’s oper -

ations, though it never led to court proceed -
ings or imprisonment.14

Reputation loss could, however have
long-term effects.15 Intellectuals, journalists,
businessmen involved in theatre manage -
ment, priests involved in playwriting or as
characters in a play could trigger suspicions
of political activity, leading the Romanian
authorities to close down theatres, deny the
approval of plays, or withdraw current
authorizations.16 Hungarian businessmen
could easily be suspected of collaborating
with foreign powers to weaken the state rule
in Greater Romania. If they used a public
forum like theatre to voice political discon -
tent, their activity could stoke public fears.17

Plays that were previously banned, such as
TragediaOmului (AzEmberTragédiájá) by Imre
Madách, but were now being performed
with great success, had authorizations re -
issued on the condition that no politicians or
wealthy citizens purchased tickets.18 Once a
minority troupe was denied a ministerial
authorization to put on plays, it meant
bankruptcy or the need to leave the country
in order to make a living elsewhere. 

With politics banned from theatre life,
minority managers employed a set of strate -
gies to advance their businesses: obtaining
Romanian citizenship, using the state petiti -
on ing system, getting positive references
from politicians and local authorities, find -
ing patrons among Romanian officials, and
joining artists’ unions. Other minorities like
the Saxons, a German-speaking population
living in historical Transylvania, the Jews,
and the Russians, also used these strategies,
leading to the most widespread theatre
move ment in the region, even extending to
amateur theatre in villages and towns.19

Tactics included writing petitions to central
authorities, obtaining references from local
notables (especially clergy and school -
teachers), joining associations and societies
for protecting their revenues, and using
ticket sales for covering various needs in
their communities. Minority businessmen
could continue theat rical work and obtain
the state’s protection, so long as the state ex -
erted con trol and supervision over national
security, public order, equity, and legality. 
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Economic Context of the Theatre Business

As foreign-funded enterprises experienced
pressures to close down at the end of the
First World War, due to their capital being
located in the countries that were defeated,
Hungarian acting companies entered the
post-war era in full operation, with person -
nel, equipment, and business plans in place.
Other than needing to find new locations, as
the Romanian state claimed many buildings
as its property,20 theatre directors could con -
tinue their theatrical activities unhindered.

Fundamental alterations, not only in the
drawing of new territorial borders but in
power politics and the circumstances of
economic growth, meant that there could be
no continuation of the pre-war economies.21

Yet, in theatre business, the situation of con -
fusion and economic exhaustion manifested
itself to a lesser degree, owing to the social
standing of theatre directors. They adjusted
their strategies to gain better leverage
according to four business prin ciples: fund -
ing sources, profit maximization, audience
maximization, and managerial discretion.22

Traditionally, companies relied on profit
maximization and cost cutting, and these
remained the primary goals of both manage -
ment and employees. Managerial discretion –
that is the power of a manager to take
executive decisions, usually at the expense of
the artists’ welfare23 – determined to a large
degree the financial success of an acting com -
pany, and was thus freely permitted by the
government. The Romanian state allowed
acting companies to exert the last three
principles as they saw fit, but monitored
closely funding sources, and even legislated
against obtaining theatre sponsorship from
either internal or external sources affiliated
with political or banking groups.24

Theatre businesses remained insulated
from inflation, which did not have the dest -
ructive effects it had in other countries in the
region, even though the obligation to settle
debts incurred during the war years, and
amounting to six billion francs, reduced the
usability of the domestic accumulation of
capital.25 The 1920s recorded a growth in the
number of enterprises from 86,000 in 1918 to

273,000 in 1930, which affirms the dynamic
recovery that Romania experienced in the
1920s.26 Liberal governments encouraged the
state’s intervention in the economy in
matters of workforce, the law, and taxation.

Theatre managers were by profession
variously literary critics, news paper men,
lawyers, landowners, and politicians. Born
in Transylvania, they were active before and
after the war.27 Since touring brought
relatively higher returns than journalism,
agri culture, or banking, the man agers’ profes -
sional iden tity was constantly shifting and
dependent on economic needs. 

Theatre managers were not fresh faces,
as most bureaucrats and officials working in
the Romanian administration, especially
those born and raised in Transylvania, al -
ready knew their work, families, rivalries,
and personal background from before the
war. Jenő Janovics (1872–1945), the director
of the sole permanent Hungarian-language
theatre in Cluj, the National Hungarian
Theatre of Cluj (Nemzeti Magyar Színház),
became the main collaborator with Rom anian
officials in matters of Hungarian profes -
sional theatre, in matters of the relations bet -
ween the state and Hungarian troupes.28

Janovics, as president of the Association of
Hungarian Artists of Transylvania and Banat
(Az Erdélyi és Bánáti Magyar Szinészek
Egyesülete Koloz svár), and after its disso lu -
tion, the leading theatre manager in the
region, left a rich corre spondence with other
theatre mana gers, local notables, and the
government, in which he showed the extent
of his influence, owing primarily to his
literary writing skills, business acumen, and
powers of persua sion.29

His influence and prerogatives were stead -
ily extended: as the Associ ation’s presi d ent,
his vote was decisive in case of an even
number of votes; he was responsible for man -
 aging the artists’ retirement fund; he led the
examination commission testing aspir ing
direc  tors for admission into the Associa tion’s
ranks; and last, he represented the Associ -
ation before the Romanian autho rities.30

What mattered to Bucharest officials,
how ever, was not Janovics’s growing influ -
ence, which was the internal affair of a
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minority ethnic group,31 but the managers’
efforts at providing a law-abiding environ -
ment within their territory, in order to stim -
ulate productivity while limiting political
contacts to the Romanian state alone. 

The Matter of Citizenship

Theatre managers engaged in business as
foreign nationals for several years, because
Romanian legislation on minorities failed to
be promulgated and did not receive a clear
articulation in the Constitution of 1923.32 But
this lack of specific minority laws provided a
free work environment, and an impetus for
private initiatives in most spheres of life.
This sent the message that a free cultural
flow between the former imperial provinces
could go unhindered only if the Romanian
authorities received official notice about
these undertakings. 

Over time, most theatre managers found
Romanian citizenship rather useful while
pre serving at the same time and even cultiv -
ating their international contacts.33 First,
having a current application for Romanian
citizenship allowed petitioners to lawfully
remain in the country, which meant no work
interruption, even when their contracts
expired.34 By 1922, all Hungarian theatre
managers and half of their troupes were
Romanian citizens. 

Co-operation governed the managers’
actions because, in the absence of a clear
legal framework for the minorities’ self-
administration after 1918, a dialogue with
officialdom could support their needs and
help them achieve their goals. Hungarian
theatre business was placed under the con -
trol of a centralized authority at the Ministry
of Arts and Religions in Bucharest, repre -
sented by theatre inspectors who were born
and trained in Transylvania. 

The Ministry encouraged the writing of
petitions from 1918 to 1940. This was a
modern and effective practice in active citiz -
enship for addressing individual concerns,
particularly for upholding constitutional
rights to work, make a living, and conduct
business as theatre professionals: to request a
play permit; to obtain a circumscripţie (an

area comprised of a number of cities, offici -
ally assigned to a theatre troupe through
ministerial decision); to defend occupancy
rights to theatre venues; claim the much-
sought spots in a timetable; maintain steady
subsidies (if any) granted in authorizations;
and to protect one’s reputa tion among peers
against slander. 

Ministerial officials requested proposals
about circumscripţii, or renewed existing cir-
cumscripţiiand issued the final and approved
list of cities for each.35 Financial guarantees
(ability to pay the troupe and expenses) and
political guaran tees (to collaborate only with
the Romanian authorities) were the core
requirements for authorizations.36

Managers could leverage their own ex -
peri ence and use their assessment of local
conditions and opportunities to increase the
value of their business. An unwritten rule
insisted that a troupe must obtain the prior
approval of the entire (multi-ethnic) com -
munity in a specific town or city well before
putting on a show, therefore paving the way
for acting companies to feel accepted at the
local level. Making sure that a troupe would
not en counter any local opposition could
prevent a financial disaster, forcing theatre
directors to anticipate the demand for shows
and utilize their geographical experience and
manag erial judgement in the process. 

Community Involvement

Ensuring that the state, communities, and
individual entrepreneurs were in full agree -
ment before allowing troupes to play helped
facilitate smooth inter-ethnic relations within
communities. This agreement was every -
where applicable regardless of whether it was
about a Hungarian company putting on
shows in towns or communities dominated
by a Romanian majority, or a Romanian
troupe performing in a Hungarian commu -
nity. The community’s acceptance of a com -
pany took precedence over any written
min isterial author ization. As individuals in
urban communities expressed their own
feelings of patriotism and provincialism,
they made clear that self-management in a
community was an inalien able right, hence
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the impulse of a community to get involved
whenever a troupe reached their home town.
It was also precisely due to this local
patriotism that ethnic conflicts could easily
flare up, if a company was met with the
slightest adverse reaction from resi dents and
forced to leave upon arrival.37

Prior to obtaining a troupe authorization,
the civic standing of Hungarian business -
men, their trustworthiness, and integrity
were verified through references and past
work. After the promulgation of a Theatres
Law in 1926,38 managers could make a direct
case with the authorities as private citizens,
and an artist’s reputation and references lost
their importance. The civic and self-declared
professional status of a manager were good
enough for state officials to consider him for
the issue of a theatre permit. 

To get a permit, a manager had to comply
with certain legal conditions: hiring Roman -
ian citizens to work as artists, depositing the
necessary sums with the artists’ union to
guarantee salaries for a year, obtaining the
approval of his repertory, and receiving all
the agree ments necessary to operate from the
mayors and prefects that the community had
noth ing against a company’s practice.39

In a sense, references came to be replaced
with the concrete abilities and skills of indi -
vi dual managers in their direct interactions
at the local level. Such skills were used by
managers in their encounters with the Secret
Service when shows were cancelled if reper -
tories featured nationalist and historical
plays by Mihály Jőrősmarty and Mór Jókay,
known for offending the feelings of other
ethnic groups. Through persuasive argu -
ments, managers might demonstrate that the
text had already passed the censor ship of the
ministry. 

By law, Romanian troupes were entitled to
no more than 25 days from 1 October until
1 April, in the schedule of a minority troupe
occupying any theatre building in the
country: if Romanian troupes were reque -
sting it,40 or if managers were asked to make
a theatre available to a Romanian troupe,
they would comply, but would then sched -
ule performances of superior quality in the
same evening, to divert the public from

attending the Romanian show and increase
their own ticket sales. Bureaucratic changes
like eliminating references helped imple -
ment a fairer business environment deter -
mined by individual powers of initiative and
persuasion skills.41

While ministerial authorities in Bucharest
and its regional branches saw theatre busi -
nesses as civic collaborations, pre fects and
mayors tended to perceive minority theatre
business in ethnic, nationalistic terms. Yet
this situation did not deter businessmen
from operating, as the environment remained
driven by demand and offerings. Even when
Romanian mayors gave a special advantage
to Romanian theatre managers,42 declined to
rent a venue to Hungarian theatre managers,
or rejected a troupe despite having multiple
play permits (one from the Ministry of War
and another one from the Ministry of Arts
and Religions), for many Romanian mayors
ethnic motives prevailed over the legal rights
granted by Romanian ministerial officials.43

Hungarian members of city councils reci -
p rocated with punitive actions against Rom -
anian troupes by voting against the use of a
city’s theatre building owned by the munici -
pality.44 Overall, the managers’ experience
and networking abilities gave them strong
negotiating power, making sure their busi -
ness was in full operation and always grow -
ing. Their personal skills proved paramount
for the survival of their businesses.

Workforce Issues and Local Policies

The 1920s witnessed the relocation of more
than a thousand Hungarian theatre profes -
sionals in Transylvania. On arrival, these
indi viduals were vulnerable, seeking employ -
ment, striving to make a living, ready to take
the initiative; but gradually they began to
nego tiate their work potential, and within
months joined the artists’ union in Bucharest
and, eventually, came to enjoy a decent social
and material status. Their civic and social
transformation was not the delib erate work
of Romanian statesmen or a specific pro -
gramme of cultural politics, but the effect of
a modern mindset that prevailed in the
theatre world in the region, as a result of
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competition and the management of talent
among Hungarian theatre professionals.

Given the ruinous capitalist competition
and the rivalries between and among theatre
managers, the artists’ selection was a crucial
element in business success. Since 1918,
managers had hoped to lower wages and to
diversify their company’s actors and reper -
toires by searching for talent in the large pool
of artists available for hire in Hungary; so,
during tours abroad, they tapped Hungarian
ethnics interested in relocation for work pur -
poses.45 Many artists were refugees, flee ing
worsening living conditions and unem -
ployment, after Czecho slovakia and Yugo -
slavia had incorporated their native regions,
formerly parts of Hungary.46

In the early 1920s, theatre life in all
neighbouring countries was subject to
restrictions. In Hungary, for example, re -
strictions on arts had remained in place since
before the war, as the gentry-dominated
bureaucracy preserved its position in cul -
tural institutions.47 By 1927, in Hungary, the
government restricted the number of pro -
fessional theatre troupes from twenty-eight
to twenty, due to the high debts incurred by
the companies;48 and, it was rumoured, the
public in Hungary did not support theatres
as did the public in Transylvania.

In Yugoslavia, the first and only auth -
orization issued to a Hungarian minority
theatre troupe was not granted until 1927 –
to Arnold Stein, and only for operetta, not
including plays in prose.49 For Czecho slo -
vakia, the Hungarian minority theatre ques -
tion was still unresolved by 1926, as reported
in the newspaper Reggel (Morning).50 There -
fore managers in Transylvania considered
attracting artists from Hungary, Austria,
Czechoslovakia, and other regions where
local Hungarian institutions had been
dissolved after 1918.51

The workforce strategy of applying for
citizenship on behalf of foreign artists was
beneficial for refugee artists trying to make a
living, while enhancing the material life of
the Hungarian minority, and contributing to
Romania’s economy. By 1921, the Romanian
Consulate in Budapest was receiving so
many visa applications that instructions

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to
be drafted for the first time. The diversity of
applicants’ nationalities, many being holders
of Hungarian passports but born in Tran -
sylvania, and the artistic genres in which they
performed, complicated matters.52

Over the years, all local managers served
as contact points for speedier visa processing
allowing hundreds of artists from Hungary
to perform freely in Transylvania as private
individuals.53 To obtain even more foreign
artists for his troupe, Janovics urged the
newcomers to obtain citizenship,54 in order
to be considered local, so that other guest-
artists could be invited and not go over the
legal quota of 10 per cent for his troupe.55 If a
manager filled that entire percentage with
foreign artists, he could not qualify for a
reduced tax from 32 to 16 per cent.56

Established artists willing to work in
Transylvania could use their reputation to
obtain their visa and perform not only in
Transylvania, but even in Bucharest in a
system of reciprocity.57 It is striking that the
majority of guest artists were women, who
were hired mainly as actors, but also as
prima donnas and stage artists.58

Attracting Artists

Interested in the classical traditions of
theatre performances, Janovics sought to
attract talented artists from the main Buda -
pest theatre institutions who took seriously
the opportunities for business available in
Romania: the Renaissance Theatre of Pesta
planned tours, and many of its artists ended
up being hired by Janovics, who, as he
claimed in his letters of support, was eager to
propose new roles for unforgettable perform -
ances.59 Actors such as Julius Hegedüs from
the Vígszínház Theatre, who joined private
troupes in Arad, and Artur Bárdos from the
Belvárosi Szinház were also attracted to
Transylvania, in 1921 and 1922 respectively.60

The Central Theatre of Buda pest also ‘lost’
its troupe to Tran syl vania, although it did
not receive approval from the Romanian
Secret Service on the grounds that Czecho -
slovakia also declined their tour, due to their
irredentism. Yet, in the summer of 1922, they
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were actively performing in Cluj on Jano -
vics’s stage.61 Janovics could also play the
emotional card with the Romanian author -
ities, claiming that many citizens in Cluj
stopped him on the street to ask about artists,
former long-time residents in Cluj who left
and moved to Budapest well before the war
and would like to see them again performing
in Cluj.62

Not only artists but stage designers from
the Komediehaus, Vienna, relocated to Tran -
syl  vania to serve in Hungarian theatres. Ma -
nagers used their skill in per  su asive petitions
sent to the central authorities in Bucharest,
explaining how the foreign work force bene -
fited their businesses as well as Romania’s
image abroad. Janovics claimed the coun try
could emerge in Europe as famous for en -
couraging cultural expression and enabling
individuals to make a living and working in
a nation state without restric tions.63

Yet, within a few years the visiting artists
arriving in a constant stream started to
compete for jobs with local artists, and this
created anxiety in all quarters of the theatre
world, especially among state officials.64 By
setting quotas for foreign artists to 10 per
cent of a company, the ministerial authorities
hoped to give foreign artists a means of
existence, and, as Inspector Ion Minulescu
argued, to enhance a sense of nostalgia for
bygone times and to weave new dreams for
the Hungarians in the future. 

But Minulescu warned that these argu -
ments were not in the spirit of current law
and did not comply with the spirit of the
treaties signed at the Peace Conference.65

Hungarian managers, however, went to
great lengths to ensure their selected artists
had their application approved and made
use of their civic and legal privileges as
citizens, which explains the readiness of
Romanian officials to pool their resources
and collaborate with several ministries to
accommodate their needs.66

Hungarian entrepreneurs and artists liv -
ing in Greater Romania or abroad could take
business decisions not only within Transyl -
vania, but also across the border without
significant impediments. They were able to
detect the direction of policy change and

harness the right arguments to obtain results
to their satisfaction, a sign that, as citizens,
they were familiar with their civic rights and
civic opportunities. While being in frequent
and direct contact with cultural officials in
Bucharest and with local administrative
officials,67 Hungarian directors and artists
discovered that there was a lack of a clear
direction in the foreign policy of the country
or any clear blueprint for dealing with mino -
rities at the local decision-making level.68

Thus, they could easily grasp the moment to
influence the opinion of officials, so that they
could obtain a response to fit their needs, and
deploy a combination of technical, practical,
and legal arguments, and their civic rights
appertaining to citizenship. 

Dealing with their own artists posed a far
greater risk for Hungarian directors than
dealing with bureaucratic or local factors. Dis -
 charged or disgruntled artists often asked
the Romanian state for protection and inter -
vention, and a new circumscripţiewas often
issued, despite theatre inspectors’ reports and
managers advising against it,69 since it meant
renewed pressures to offer guarantees, bene -
fits, and contractual obligations to their hired
personnel, which usually led to a decrease in
profits. 

Union Membership and Social Welfare

Hungarian artists also used the citizen ship
argument to stand up for themselves within
the Association of Hungarian Artists of
Transylvania and Banat, during talks of its
merging with the SADL (Union of Drama
and Lyric Artists of Bucharest). They critic -
ized theatre managers on the grounds that
‘the circumscripţii system tended to infringe
on the individual rights granted by the
Constitution (Constituţie)’70 by limiting oppor -
 tunities to form a troupe to those acting com -
panies granted towns through circumscripţii
issued by the minis terial officials. The
overuse of the constitu tional argument
decided the Romanian authorities to phrase
its authorizations for a specific circumscripţie
in terms of ‘granting a privilege’ to a theatre
manager, not granting him a right or
exclusivity.71

78
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623


Founded in January 1919, the union of
artists (the SADL) helped theatre workers to
create a protection net for its members and
enforce the responsibilities of employers.
Sub sidized by the Romanian state to allevi -
ate unemployment and increase the social
welfare of all artists, including naturalized
minorities, the union took into its ranks all
minority artists who were Romanian citiz -
ens.72 The statutes were a constant work-in-
progress, as Hungarian union members
could drag out debates about formulations
in the drafting of SADL statutes for years, if
it suited their needs, while guest artists
poured over the borders.73

The artists’ social welfare, covering sick -
ness, funerals, and hospital care remained of
great importance to Hungarian artists. Hav -
ing a strong union and a protective govern -
ment working on their behalf, minority
actors felt a sense of independence and
freedom of spirit that could even take them
across the borders, in search of better con -
tracts. Local Hungarian artists could still
remain independent even though they were
SADL union members, and by 1925 official
reports stated that numerous artists paid
their pension dues to both unions, in Buch -
arest and Budapest. The explanation was
simply that the union in Bucharest was
welcoming, but was not yet fully established.
The Theatres Law of 1926 required that
artists were to be co-opted into the admini s -
tration of a theatre company, a norm that was
unheard of in neighbouring countries as in
pre-war Transylvania.74

Minority theatre businessmen strategic -
ally used to their advantage the Romanian
state’s claim to guarantee protection to
theatre professionals by calling it a civic
right. In essence, they practically claimed to
be entitled to a special status with the hope
of protecting their businesses and jobs. By
granting them a special protection, however,
the Ministry raised the alarm among other
Romanian state institutions that the artists’
status in Romania reached a level that un -
lawfully placed them above other middle-
class professional groups.75

Some Hungarian managers interested in
exerting managerial discretion found the

state’s protection to be an interference in
their private businesses.76 By January 1927
all theatre artists became officially public
servants if they were active members in a
state-sponsored union, like the SADL. Thus,
they could be held legally accountable for
offences directed against the state or its insti -
tutions,77 proof that they were fully integ -
rated in the professional work force. 

Entertainment Taxes and Theatre Legislation 

As taxpayers, Hungarian minority managers
had legitimate concerns, knowing that the
revenue tax stream from their public shows
helped to support the cultural life of all
Romanians. Taxes helped fund state-owned
or private cultural societies, national theatres,
the Opera Românǎ, ‘propaganda’ tours of
national theatres companies, or Rom anian
private acting troupes.78

Unlike the city halls of small communes,
municipalities tended to take a direct and
active interest in allocating the main theatre
building to the most profitable troupes
because of the gener ous budgetary allocation
of 25 per cent of the taxes collected from all
the entertainment and public shows that
were taxable within their jurisdiction.79

Taxes collected nationwide in 1926 reached
Lei 436,474,242 80 and the budgetary surplus
of Lei 12,022,630 went to recipients like state
institutions, philanthropy, private individu -
als, the Romanian Academy, music conserva -
tories, museums, and outreach extension
educational programmes for the illiterate.81

Whenever the Romanian majority failed
to pay its fair tax contribution, it triggered a
sense of revolt among Hungarian theatre
pro fessionals. They accused the Romanian
state of using the effervescence of minority
theatre life to support other fields that mod -
ernized Romanian society and its image
abroad. By not taxing athletic displays
organized by the Sports’ Federation of
Romania, and instead heavily taxing theatre
shows in foreign languages at 32 per cent,82

Janovics complained, the state alienated the
civic consciousness of contributing citizens
such as himself. A frequent critic, Janovics
penned letters to the Ministry instead of
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sending articles to the press or reaching out
abroad to use international pressure to voice
his opinions. He gave advice to Romanian
statesmen whenever entertainment taxes were
raised or whenever the expenses of national
theatres reached colossal amounts, which, to
a businessman like Janovics, always aware of
the mounting costs of a production, ran
counter to financial logic and efficiency. 

On 17 March 1922, when the Association
of Hungarian Artists dissolved itself and
merged with the SADL,83 Janovics com p -
lained again of the high taxes charged on
entertainment.84 From a Romanian perspec -
tive, live entertainment taxation was a sore
point of contention between the state institu -
tions themselves, especially in matters of
collection and allocation.85 Still in their
infancy at the national level, taxation and its
principles were found inadequate and un -
fair, especially when minority amateurs be -
gan mounting their own shows in large
numbers after 1925 and had their taxes
waived, while reporting a steadier audience
than professional theatres. 

When semi-professional theatre troupes
sought tax breaks and other advantages,
many Hungarian businessmen reacted and
stood up for their rights. They urged the
authorities to hold accountable for tax all
citi zens who were active in cultural life, and
advocated an efficient taxation system in the
country that was fair, transparent, and com -
petitive. Hungarian directors were also
successful in obtaining tax waivers from the
communal authorities, as well as a 70 per
cent reduction on transport costs, and the
use of two special train carriages for luggage
and stage props, free of charge.86

More perks were available only to troupes
using the Romanian language in the public
sphere, but Hungarian managers chose to
dispense with these privileges and refused to
use the Romanian language on stage, because
the audience they hoped to attract for fin -
ancial and cultural reasons was Hungarian-
speaking. Minority artists witnessed a quick
transformation of their status from being
foreigners in a new country to being under
special protection by the Romanian state as a
professional category, to finally becoming

public servants as citizens and theatre artists
equal to their Romanian peers. 

The actions of Hungarian theatre mana -
gers in the working environment of the 1920s
appeared as self-determined, showing that,
in matters of employment, they acted auto -
nomously. This work environment gradually
stimulated semi-professional and amateur
theatre groups of all ethnicities and faiths to
follow suit.87

Artistic Standards, Playwrights, and Genres

One civic responsibility that increased the
self-awareness of Hungarian theatre pro fes -
sionals as individuals and citizens rather
than members of an ethnic group was pro -
viding high-level aesthetic enjoyment to the
public. Depending on the educational status
of the audience, more often artistic and not
ethnic considerations brought audi ences to
their shows, although ethnic cues in plays
(such as critic izing other ethnic groups,
usually Romanian, Roma, or Jewish, while
praising Hungarian culture) could at times
be highly effective in helping a company
con nect with its public. 

Artistic principles mattered a great deal:
they overwhelmingly determined a troupe’s
selection for a regional permit not only in
offices in Bucharest, but also in Cluj, where
Hungarian managers would meet to decide
the fate of one of their own peers based on
artistic criteria and then would send a final
vote to authorities in Bucharest for valid a -
tion.88 Hungarian businessmen consistently
put reper tory selection and acting talent
before ethnic solidarity. ‘A good, well-
performed play’ were attributes that could
win a loyal public, and thus lead to soaring
profits. 

Theatre as a civic, educational, and enter -
tainment forum weighed heavier than the
risks of political propaganda through
theatre. Entertainment, however, took prece -
dence. Of all the genres, operettas were the
favoured choice for tours, since their musical
and dance segments and their flexibility in
form made it pliable to include political
innuendos as marketing tools for a high
audience turnout.89 Inserted with caution,

80
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623


they were premeditated mainly in cases of
anticipated poor ticket sales.90

By eliminating, or using caution in dis -
playing conspicuous ethnic connotations on
stage, managers and artists tried to abide by
Article 57 of the Theatres Law of 1926,91

which placed responsibility for the offence of
wounding ethnic sensibilities on the troupe
manager. Mainly foreign artists92 attracted
trouble because they ignored the ‘no politics’
interdiction and ‘no offending other ethnic
groups’ injunction imposed by the Romanian
state as a civic responsibility. 

The controver sial Hungarian operetta
Countess Marica (in Hun garian Maritza
Grófndor A Csárdáskirálynő)by Imre Kálmán
(Emerich Kálmán)93 was written in German
by a Hun g arian author without offending
pas sages against the Romanians. So when
per formed in Czecho slovakia in Hungarian,
the text had no irredentist themes, but when
it reached Transylvania, and was performed
by refugee or guest artists from Hungary
entering Rom ania as guest workers, irreden -
tist passages came to be included. 

Secret Service agents urged troupes to use
local artists, who lacked a history of offend -
ing other ethnic groups, but a constant sense
of confusion persisted for years among
artists and in the ministries as to who had the
final say.94 By 1927, this operetta was finally
placed under interdiction in Czechoslovakia
as well.95 Other managers chose repertories
based on folk plays (népszínmű), which
reflected family values, village traditions,
and popular wisdom,96 and would not have
hurt the sensibilities of other ethnic groups.

Widely appealing for their twisting plots
and soap opera-like happy endings, these
népszínmű focused mainly on genuine love
or one-sided love, and condemned extra -
marital affairs or secret relationships. But for
bonding with their audiences, sometimes
troupes used an altered script of népszínmű
and provocative stagecraft, such as the
colours of the Hungarian flag concealed in
costumes or stage props – costumes of the
Hungarian nobility, military uniforms used
in the Austro-Hungarian army when, by law,
only Hungarian folk costumes were allowed.97

The fear that the ethnic enthusiasm of the

public during a play could spill into the
streets and lead to inter-ethnic and political
protests made managers and artists wary lest
such ethnic cues might not be good for busi -
ness and employment should the public get
out of hand. A civic spirit took hold over
time, making managers aware that public
order and inter-ethnic peaceful relations
were necessary for business.

Another law implementing nationwide
monetary unification which withdrew from
circulation the Austro-Hungarian currency,
also instituted an interdiction of foreign
currency like ‘pengő’ or ‘korona’98 in theatre
life by forbidding their use, or the words for
postmen, train conductors, or bank person -
nel from the Hungarian past.99 It was a time
when the Liberal Government (1922–28)
sought to extend its economic domination
through the National Bank of Romania and
economic legis lation.100 Yet reports revealed
that Hun garian currency continued to be
used in most plays, and scripts continued to
disparage Romanian traditions, language,
and officials, while pro-Hungarian irreden -
tist elements were amply found. 

Conflicting Interests

These elements kept a public loyal and
interested, but endangered a manager’s
standing with the Romanian state. After all,
as a theatre ynspector put it, nothing could
be done to stop the propaganda, or ‘theatres
would be empty, city hall treasuries would
also turn empty, and people would be
deprived of entertainment.’ Also, nationalist
rhetoric aside, the theatre inspectors ack -
nowledged that it was the citizens’ right to
enjoy a repertory with plays from Budapest,
written by Hungarian playwrights.101 This
civic respect for the needs of all citizens
reflected the mind-set of the state and its
officials as it did the theatre professionals
themselves.

Professional ethics and civic engagement
invited Romanian, Hungarian, and European
playwrights to co-operate in a system of
economic reciprocity. By requiring that four
Romanian plays in Hungarian translation be
included in a typical repertory of a theatre

81
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623


troupe of twenty to twenty-five plays,102 as a
prerequisite for scheduling its shows,103

Romanian playwrights could obtain a source
of profit from Hungarian professional
theatre. Moreover, audiences almost always
included Romanian theatregoers in most
towns and cities.104 The system of reciprocity
implied that Romanian national theatres also
included in their repertoires Hungarian
drama. The cultural argument according to
which it was helpful for both ethnic groups
to get to know their national histories was
overshadowed by financial incentives.105

Due to the theatre’s popularity, play -
wrights and, through them, the theatrical
agencies and playwriting societies increased
their incomes once the European trans for -
mations in matters of copyright regula tion
reached Bucharest, following the sign ing in
Rome of the Berne Convention for the Pro -
tection of Literary and Artistic Works.106 The
Hungarian Authors’ Association of Budapest
was active in Romania through its hired
literary agencies, such as the Pallas Com -
pany, to pursue theatre directors and collect
overdue royalty payments for plays per -
formed on professional stages. They even
complained to the Romanian authorities to
intervene in regard to delinquent profes -
sional troupes.107

Budapest agents claimed that even min -
ority amateurs should pay royalties, although
according to the Romanian law the shows of
amateur performers, being infrequent, were
not required to pay fees or taxes.108 But
generally Hungarian artists and company
managers regularly paid royalties directly to
the OrszágosSzinészegyesületIrodalmiésSzin-
észeti Ügynőkség in Budapest.109 The sheer
volume of theatrical shows reveals just how
much the profitability of the Transylvanian
theatre incentivized European theatre offices
to reach out and demand their dues by any
means possible.

Under the Romanian regime, managers
had to walk a fine line between making
profits, using ethnicity for keeping an audi -
ence loyal, and having their authorizations
withdrawn. Their work depended on indi -
vidual ability and talent, but also on their
skills at communicating with the Romanian

statesmen and bureaucrats at all levels of
authority, as well as on acceptance by their
peers who could vote to reassign a license
and exclude them from their influential
group. To these pressures, one must add the
influence that a local community could exert
in supporting or shunning a theatre troupe
as well as the power of local boards, which in
many cities were Hungarian in structure, but
upheld high artistic standards rather than
ethnic innuendos. 

Conclusions

With signs of the coming Great Depression
emerging as early as 1928, audiences began
to shrink and the Hungarian profession wit -
nessed a moral crisis. Society accused theatre
managers of unbridled financial gain and of
ignoring the Hungarian literary canon and
people’s education.110 Affecting all the other
profes sional theatres in the country (Roman -
ian, Saxon, and Jewish), the crisis, however,
did not mean a slowdown in theatre playing,
since amateurs began to put on plays fre -
quently, inviting professionals to join them.
Thus, the first effect of the crisis was a blur -
ring of the line between professionals and
amateurs, followed by an increase in num b -
ers of amateurs taking up professional work
and a renewed focus on idealism in arts. 

Desperate for work opportunities, many
professionals joined amateur companies or
worked on their own by forming private
troupes. Newspapermen and other social
groups found it lucrative to form their own
companies and seek business opportunities
in the arts.111 As the effects of the economic
crisis began to fade after 1934, a vivid
cultural life, especially in large cities,
regained its strength and even surpassed
pre-crisis levels. 

A manager and literate person like Janovics
continued his theatre business well into the
1940s. As early as 1919 Octavian Gropa, the
Minister of Arts, explained in a letter to the
ministry that the Hungarian artists and
troupes pledged to be ready to live and work
in their new country. Looking back at the
1920s, there is ample evidence that the
pledge took concrete form in the theatre pro -

82
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X18000623


fessionals’ civic engagement as Romanian
citizens.112

While Janovics’s acu men in building
relationships infused most of his written
discourses, a more sober assessment of the
minorities’ civic identity has to take into
consideration the social and economic im -
pact of theatre businesses, as they became as
much a fact of life under the new regime as
before the war. The direct contacts between
Romanian officials and Hungarian managers
coalesced around an important set of issues
that pertained to citizenship, reformed busi -
ness practices, employee benefits, and fiscal
policies. First, minority directors were defen -
ders of the principle of fairness in taxation
and accountability for public funding, and
they took a bold stance in making their views
heard by ministerial authorities. Second, the
social welfare of artists was a recurring issue
that led to a host of reforms, concerning the
artists’ legal rights and moral status in
society, their union membership, and their
living and working conditions as Romanian
citizens of minority descent. 

The state of the Hungarian theatre profes -
sion had local, national, and international
ramifications. It indirectly came to represent
Romania abroad, as its suc cess advertised
the opportunities arising from its environ -
ment. Managers constantly evaluated legis -
lation with an impact on their business and
bent it, altered it, or discussed it in their
correspondence with the Ministry. Occasion -
ally, they stressed the Hungarian aspect of
their cultural work and vowed to maintain
Hungarian language in the public space,113

but such interventions sought to match the
audience’s values, not to enter into a con -
tentious dialogue with the Romanian state or
to form a separate, ethnic community of
Hungarian professionals. 

Being integrated in the nationwide union
of artists (the SADL), they embraced private
initiative and competition, which led to
personal gain. As a result, civic and busi ness
requirements took precedence over ethnic
activism. Last, the artists’ mind-set underwent
a shift from accepting being at the mercy of
capitalist forces to ex pect ing and obtaining
the state’s protection against the uncertainty

of capitalist develop ments; hence the
Romanian state’s patern alism.

Through such involvement, Hungarian
theatre professionals demon strated a strong
interest in working in Greater Romania and
adjusting to its civic and business environ -
ment. The implications were inevitably eth -
nic for the population at large, but not for the
theatre professionals. To the public of Tran -
syl vania, theatre in Hungarian created an
atmosphere of familiarity that dis pelled the
notion that Transylvania was now attached
to a different country. 

This sense of familiarity did enhance
ethnic solidarity. Yet, as Janovics argued in
his letter to the Minister of Arts, Octavian
Goga, ‘Theatre is that temple where no
nationalism and confession reside. . . . A free
theatre and a free press are the most efficient
remedies against irredentism.’114 Rather than
using international pressures to obtain speci -
fic ethnic rights, Hungarian managers took
upon themselves the task of promoting their
business interests and seeking success as
entrepreneurs, as well as collaborating with
the state to pursue their interests directly and
successfully through correspondence. 

Hungarian artists, either local or refugees
escaping unemployment and worsening liv -
ing conditions in the successor states, could
secure maximum economic advantages for
themselves by relocating to Transylvania.
Artists, forming an elite middle-class social
group, moved relatively freely across Rom -
anian frontiers, with the exception of those
known for their anti-Romanian political past.
Managers, all native to Transylvania, used
strategies which continued and expanded on
pre-war practices: carrying on a dynamic
corres pondence with the authorities, decid -
ing matters of regional theatre life in collab -
or ation with the Romanian administration,
negotiating agreements with local commu -
nities when scheduling shows, and innov -
ating in performance and stagecraft through
a constant refreshment of the workforce and
by hiring foreign talent.

Adapting their business to the economic
and cultural life of the country was essential
for the Romanian state as well: tax revenues
increased, performances en hanced the value
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of theatre as an educational and entertain -
ment tool, and politically theatre served the
state’s agenda in the inter national arena. As
word of the vibrant theatre market in Rom -
ania spread wider, contacts with Europe and
a free circulation of artists in creased, anchor -
ing the Hungarian theatre business back to
the pro vinces inhab ited by Hungarian minor -
ities in the former Austro-Hungary while
advertis ing Transyl vania as a province of
oppor tunity for the Hungarians now living
in the neighbouring nation states: Yugo -
slavia, Czechoslovakia, and Austria.115

The Hungarian managers’ abilities were
remarkable and endless, but their success
slowed after 1928 in the crisis years, a period
when the artists themselves became more
powerful than the managers in negotiating
better living and working con ditions with
the government. 

Another weak ening factor was an increase
in the minority amateur com panies in small
towns and villages, which began a rich cor -
res pondence starting in 1927 and provided a
strong counter-voice to the well-established
professional culture. With the onset of the
Great Depression, busi ness revenues for pro -
fessional troupes dras ti c ally fell, as amateurs
put on plays with increasing frequency.
To them, theatre was a profitable source of
funds that res cued ethnic commu nities from
severe material want and reori en ted the
theatre from a civic, business, and economic
framework to a higher plat form: religious,
ethnic, and local.
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