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Introduction

Unlike any other European socialist countries where the political transition towards
liberal democracy was negotiated, Romania is unique in having ended communism
by violent Revolution in December 1989 culminating in the execution of the
Ceausescus on Christmas Day. Although academic approaches to postsocialist
countries based on change and transition have been criticized since the 2000s," I
nevertheless suggest here to think of this specific event as a “break with the past”, not
only because of the political, economic and socio-cultural upheaval it engendered,
but also because of contemporary narratives of the 1989 Revolution in Romania.
Indeed, in the prevailing public and institutionalized discourse, the event is lauded
as the radical breaking point with communism, especially in Timisoara, where the

Revolution was sparked.? Since 1990, numerous memorial sites have been assem-

1. Foracritique of transitology in post-socialist and post-Soviet Europe, see among others,
BUYANDELGERIYN, 2008. For Romania, sce PELISSIER ez al., 1996.

2. Events began in Timisoara on December 15, 1989 with the mobilization of parishio-
ners outside the Hungarian Reformed Church in support of a Protestant pastor, Laslo
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bled and commemorative rituals have been organized in the city, forming dense
memoryscapes to honor the “martyrs” of the clashes.

Memoryscapes are “assemblages of memory-objects, practices and imaginaries
that relationally constitute memory space-times.”® Given the “common biases in
geographies of memory that tend to emphasize either the materiality or praxis
of remembrance as well as conceiving of memory as either a social phenomenon
or an individual capacity,’* the concept encompasses not just material memorial
objects but also collective and individual practices, rituals, representations and
discourses. Reuben Rose-Redwood and his colleagues emphasize the dynamic and
interactive nature of memoryscapes: they are not only a “surface upon which memory
practices are inscribed” but also “active forces that shape and are shaped by the acts
of memory making.”® In this sense, memoryscapes evolve in time and space, and
can be shaped by prevailing socio-cultural, economic, and political contexts that
extend beyond memorial and commemorative issues. This dynamic and positioned
spirit is particularly prominent in times of major sociopolitical upheaval: “for
societies undergoing political transition, place-making and memory processes are
significant spatial practices through which the national past is reconstructed and
through which political and social change may be negotiated.” In this regard, the
process of reshaping of memoryscapes in postsocialist cities after the fall of com-
munism has been well documented, but most studies focus on capital cities where
the state plays a predominant role. For example, Craig Young and Duncan Light”
show how the top-down national projects to commemorate the 1989 Revolution

Tokés, threatened with expulsion for criticizing the communist regime and supporting
the Hungarian minority. The next day, protesters denounced the regime and ever more
demonstrators massed throughout the city. In the following days, many people were arrested,
the army opened fire and the first victims fell, until December 20: with 100 000 people
occupying the Opera Square, now renamed the Victory Square, Timisoara was declared
the first free city in Romania. On December 21, demonstrations spread to several cities,
and especially to the capital Bucharest where Ceausescu held a popular meeting that
was disrupted. On December 22, a nationwide state of emergency was declared and the
Ceaugescus attempted to flee by helicopter. They were caught, sentenced to death after a
speedy trial and shot in front of the cameras on December 25. It is estimated that around
1 100 people died in the Romanian Revolution.

3. ROSE-REDWOOD eral., 2022, p. 452.

4. Maus, 2015, p. 215.

5. ROSE-REDWOOD et al., 2022, p. 451-452.
6. FOREST ez al., 2004.

7. YOUNG & LIGHT, 2016.
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in Bucharest meet with little support from local people, who prefer alternative
places of counter-memory.® However, in Timisoara, the main memoryscapes of the
Revolution have been shaped at odds with national narratives, mainly by private
associations (section 1) with little commitment from public actors. But this does
not make them more uniform and consensual: because of the specificities of the
remembrance work in Romania, many memory conflicts persist (section 2), and
these influence the remembrance practices and narratives, particularly among
young people (section 3). Based on data collected in the field between 2021 and
2024 (interviews, observations, documents and press analysis), this paper adopts
a political and socio-cultural geographical approach to compare and contrast the
shaping of the dominant and alternative memoryscapes of the 1989 Revolution in
Timisoara in the context of conflicting post-traumatic memories.

Timisoara, the first city to break with communism:
remembrance sites, practices and narratives

The memoryscapes of the 1989 Revolution in Timisoara:
an urban geography of mourning and heroism

As carly as the 1990s, memorial sites were shaped in Timisoara, spotlighting the
“deathscapes” of the Revolution where people can mourn and honor the memory
of their “heroes.” The most visible initiative is that of the Revolution Memorial
Association which, in addition to its own premises, has provided the city with a
Heroes” Cemetery and 14 monuments in places where demonstrators gathered or
where blood was shed, i.c. the city center and the roads to the outlying barracks,
where protesters attempted to keep tanks out (Fig. 1).

But the memoryscapes are also shaped by many other memory-objects, rituals and
remnants (Fig. 2): bullet marks on buildings, street names, plaques, stickers, graffiti,
murals, ceremonies in December, minor monuments set up by victims’ relatives,
tourist pilgrimages to the revolutionary landmarks, cultural and artistic events,
etc. These features contribute to spatializing the memory of the Revolution in the
urban space and to memory-building. '

8. YouNG & L1GHT, 2016.
9. MADDRELL & SIDAWAY, 2016.
10. Maus, 2015; CHEVALIER & HERTZ0G, 2018; ROSE-REDWOOD et al., 2022.
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Figure 1. Memoryscapes of the 1989 Revolution in Timisoara

© Amandine Dargaud, 2024
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Figure 2. Diversity of the 1989 memoryscapes in Timisoara

Left to right and top to bottom: 1 — The Opera House on Victory square, whose balcony is a land-
mark of 1989 (2023); 2 - Saint George’s Monument dedicated to the young victims in Cetate
(2023); 3 - Giant street-art mural about the Revolution on an industrial silo in Iosefin (2023);

4 - Private memorial in DAmbovita (2023); 5 - Photography exhibition about the Revolution in
Iulius Garden (2023); 6 - Commemorative plaques on the Orthodox Cathedral (2021).

© Amandine Dargaud, 2021 & 2023
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Shaping the dominant narrative of the Revolution through its memoryscapes:
between local pride and external recognition

Timisoara’s 1989 memoryscapes both commemorate and tell the story of the
Revolution with a focus on the tragic and the heroic through the recurrent use of
religious models."" Thus, Romanians speak not of “victims” but “martyrs” of the
Revolution.'? This is patent from the street name changes made principally during
the 1990s and the 2010s in the city, especially in the Calea Martirilor neighborhood,
itself renamed.'* An anthropologist from Timisoara whom I interviewed explained,
referring to the work of Maurice Halbwachs: *

The monuments very quickly took on the role of marking places where
people had been killed [...] and the official discourse [...] put forward the
idea of heroes, of martyrs. “Martyrs” is also closer to the Christian image,
which recurs in monuments, because the image of Christ as a symbol of
suffering [...] was immediately appropriated. This is the social framework
of memory, because they used this framework to re-symbolize a fact.s

Fig. 3 shows two examples. The Pieza by Peter Jecza reverses a classic religious
metaphor: instead of having the fallen soldier in the arms of the motherland
embodied by a woman, here she is leaning on a man’s shoulder. This monument
stands on the Decebal Bridge and refers generally to the sacrifice of women during
the Revolution and specifically to the death of Leontina Banciu on the bridge on
December 17, 1989.'¢ The Target Man by Béla Szakdcs depicts a man in pain after
being shot, with the legs in a pose reminiscent of the crucifixion. These examples
show how “places of memory not only reflect but play an active role in constituting
social and political subjectivities,” ! reinforcing the sacralized image of the martyrs.

11. GrRAMA, 2005; VULTUR, 2011; PETRESCU & PETRESCU, 2014.

12. Itis not only local rhetoric: this narrative is national, for example in the official reco-
gnition of the “martyr city” status for 18 Romanian cities during the 1990s and the 2000s
(Alba Iulia, Arad, Brasov, Briila, Bucuresti, Buziu, Caransebes, Cluj-Napoca, Constanta,
Craiova, Cugir, Hunedoara, Lugoj, Resita, Sibiu, Tﬁrgovi§tc, Tﬁrgu Mures, Timi§oara).

13. CRETAN & MATTHEWS, 2016.
14. HALBWACHS, 1994.

15. Smaranda Vultur, anthropologist and witness of the Revolution in Timisoara, inter-
viewed April 6,2021. The verbatim has been translated from French.

16. On the river bank opposite the monument, a street has been renamed “Strada Martir
Leontina’.

17. RosE-REDWOOD et al., 2022, p. 458.
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Figure 3. Shaping the dominant memory of the Revolution through monuments:
sacralization and martyrization

Left: Pierd (1999) by Peter Jecza. Right: The Targer Man (Omul Tintd) (1994) by Béla Szakdcs.
© Amandine Dargaud, 2021

Moreover, by their appropriation, the 1989 memoryscapes “become part of
Timisoara’s identity discourse,” " combining respect for revolutionaries and strong
local pride. This was a recurrent theme in the interviews:

People in the city are very fond of this heritage, of being the first city
to revolt against communism and to be the first free city in Romania. "’
[We] go to the football matches [...] thinking that we represent this
city, the city where the Romanian Revolution starts, and we are very
proud of this [...]. We believe in some things that represent us and
our parents that were on the street in the Revolution, and we grow
up with stories about the Revolution from our grandparents and
our parents [...]. I like when people outside the city are interested in
histories, and I can tell the story with a big pleasure.*

18. VULTUR, 2011, p. 12.
19. Employee at the regional tourist office, interviewed March 26, 2021.

20. Supporter of the football club Politehnica Timisoara, one of the main organizations pos-
ting stickers and stencils about the Revolution all over the city, interviewed March 17,2021.
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Indeed, outsiders know Timisoara as the “city of the Revolution.” 1989 events
are often told to tourists during guided tours and used to promote the city’s brand
image amid neoliberal urban competition.*! In short, the prevailing institutionalized
narrative is that the city that first broke with communism embodies European values,
avant-gardism, and civic involvement. For example, this rhetoric was prominent
in the European Capital of Culture (ECOC) project and used as an argument to
win the distinction,” exemplifying the reactivation and instrumentalization of
the Revolution for present purposes extending beyond commemorative objectives.

But in reality, during my fieldwork in the 2023 ECOC year, many involved in
1989 commemorative activities regretted that the Revolution had been “dropped”
as the main theme for the event, which is reflected by the lack of both financial and
symbolic public investment to commemorate the Revolution.? Even if it had served
as a good leitmotif for winning the ECOC label, I hypothesize that the ultimate
reluctance of the ECOC organizers can be explained by the numerous scandals
and conflicts surrounding the “celebration” of the Revolution in Timisoara and
more widely in Romania.

Memory conflicts in postsocialist Timisoara and beyond

Right-to-memory in postsocialist Romania:
was the 1989 Revolution really a break?

The Romanian case is specific not only because the overthrow of communism was
violent, but also because of the circumstances surrounding the work of remembrance.
At the time of the collapse of the regime, a member of the communist zomenklatura,
Ion Iliescu, was elected president, and the former political elite returned to power. This
continuity led to the memory of the Revolution being instrumentalized nationwide
by the new government institutions to mark the change from the previous regime
while glossing over facts when their interest required.** This means there has been
no constructive remembrance work, access to the archives has been compromised
and there have been no real trials of former Communist Party members. In response,

21. VESALON & CRETAN, 2019.
22. DARGAUD, 2022.

23. Director of the Revolution Memorial Association, interviewed March 2, 2021 and
March 30, 2023; President of Druckeria 360 Politehnica Timisoara, a football supporters
club involved in 1989 commemorative activities, interviewed April 6, 2023.

24. GRAMA, 2005; DOBRE, 2015.
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associations and members of the political opposition have claimed a right to memory
to resolve lingering questions about the communist regime and the true nature of the
“transition.” This is the case of the Revolution Memorial Association in Timisoara,
whose missions are not only confined to commemoration as explained in section
1 but extend to education and research through archival and publishing activities.
Indeed, many questions about the Revolution remain unanswered,” including the
most important one: Was it really a spontancous uprising or a disguised coup d "Etat?
This was often touched upon in interviews:

After 28 December 1989, the power get Iliescu. We want done of
communism and who come? And after 22 December 1989 died many
people. Why? [...] And who is guilty for this? After 30 years, they have
apower. And of course he [Iliescu] doesn’t want to people know what

is the truth, or what happened in 1989.%

In Bucharest they practically, as we said here, they have stolen the
Revolution, and it was the Russian influence which pushed the Iliescu
and his, his surrondings to get the power.”’

In this context, the dominant narrative celebrating the Revolution as a unifying
“break with the past” for postsocialist Romanian society is weakened by the feeling
ofa “stolen Revolution”—which is reinforced in Timisoara, where the locals distance
themselves from the capital city. Thus, the lack of memory work and the political
instrumentalization of the 1989 event generate “conspiracy theories;”*® or at least
create a climate of confusion. For example, I was struck during interviews by the
rhetoric opposing “true” and “fake” revolutionaries, with people explaining that
this status had also been “stolen” after a law that gave symbolic credit and economic

advantages to people claiming revolutionary status:*

25. VULTUR, 2011; SzaBO, 2015; interviews.
26. Director of the Revolution Memorial Association, interviewed on March 2, 2021

27. Journalist founder of Timisoara Liberd television in December 1989, specialist in the
1980s alternative music scene, interviewed April 8, 2023

28. Architect in charge of renovating the exhibitions in the Revolution Memorial, inter-
viewed April 11, 2023.

29. Legea nr. 341/2004 recunogtingei fatd de eroii-martiri si luptitorii care an contribuit
la victoria Revolutiei roméne din decembrie 1989. In 2004, the “Law of recognition” was
enacted by Iliescu, at the end of his mandate, with a view to a possible re-clection—which,
according to Grama (2005), perfectly illustrates the political instrumentalization of the
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Iliescu gave out cards, identity cards of revolutionaries, a huge number.
Among them were policemen who had been in the street [...]. So it was
the policy of, um, I think, after 1989, to create confusion all the time,
you know, and the hero, and the martyr very quickly became [...] the
one who does business in the street, the one who does illicit trading.

Many of true heroes, they didn’t even have a certificate, revolutionary
certificate, like my father, he refused, and many of the people that
fought on the streets in that days didn’t want to accept, because they
saw who gain the... some of that certificates and benefits. !

Against this backdrop, very few locals take part in commemorative anniversaries in
December, which are often marred by multiple conflicts.”> Thus, memory battles are

visible both in commemorative practices and in physical, spatially located, memoryscapes.

Saturation and competition in Timisoara’s 1989 memoryscapes:
remembrance wars in the space?

The 1989 memoryscapes in Timisoara reveal a “silent battle”* between individuals,
associations, and political institutions over the memorialization of the Revolution.
First, it is very hard to keep track of all 10 or so revolutionary associations. Whenever
I asked why there were so many, I was told it was because all the leaders wanted to be
“boss”. Asaresult, each organization has its own commemorative program in December
and occupies the space with its own commemorative signs, more or less coherently.
The multiplication of plaques, monuments, and events leads to a “post-revolutionary

memory hyper-production,”** with potential conflict among 1989 memoryscapes.

memory of the Revolution. This law gives economic, fiscal and symbolic advantages to former
revolutionaries (pensions, easier access to ownership, tax-free credit, etc.). Consequently,
the number of people claiming to be revolutionaries exploded in Romania.

30. Smaranda Vultur, anthropologist and witness of the Revolution in Timisoara, inter-
viewed April 6, 2021. The verbatim has been translated from French.

31. Supporter of the football club Politehnica Timisoara, interviewed March 17,2021

32. The latest most publicized scandal was in 2020 when George Simion, leader of the far-right
AUR party, tried to place candles on the Orthodox Cathedral steps during the annual December
March of Heroes. A group of former revolutionaries booed and tried to stop him, under police
surveillance. One of them explained he wanted to avoid political recuperation of the comme-
moration: “has nothing to do, a revolutionary anniversary, with a party, it doesn’t mean what

kind of party is this, [...] the Revolution [...] was made by people” (interviewed April 1,2021).
33. VULTUR, 2011.
34. Ibid., p. 49.
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A case in point is the issue of preserving bullet holes in historic monuments,
insofar as it contradicts the objectives of heritage rehabilitation actively encouraged
by the city hall since the 2010s.?* Bullet marks were particularly numerous in the
city center squares (Fig. 4) such as Victory Square, the main scene of the event and

an emblematic memorial palimpsest.

Figure 4. Bullet marks on monuments, endangered historic landmarks of the Revolution
Left: bullet holes in the statue of the Virgin Mary and St. John Nepomuk, Liberty Square.
Right: bullet holes in the Lofler Palace pediment, Victory Square.
© Amandine Dargaud, 2023

These marks can be considered as historical “scars of the Revolution” in the urban
space, unlike the monuments set up afterwards to materialize the memory of the
Revolution with a “metaphorical or allegorical vision.”?” Thus, one former revolu-
tionary lobbied the town council in 2021 to preserve the bullet marks and recognize
their heritage value,® because they were disappearing with each refurbishment.
Then, a municipal by-law was passed compelling owners of historic buildings to
report any existing marks of the Revolution on their building (bullet holes, grafhti)
and to put forward technical solutions to conserve them when applying for work

35. Ibid.
36. VULTUR, 2010; DARGAUD, 2022.
37. Kvun, 2018.

38. Corneliu Vaida, former revolutionary and honorary citizen of the city, interviewed

April 1,2021.
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permits. It is a symbolic decision for the local population, while bullet marks also
serve as landmarks that are invariably “wowed” by tourists.* Besides, these bullet
marks are to be included in the municipal plans for a Revolution Route.® In recent
years, public actors seem to have become increasingly involved in conserving the
memory of the Revolution, proposing projects generally aimed at tourists and young
people, marking a shift in memory practices and narratives about the Revolution.

Reshaping the memoryscapes of the 1989 Revolution in
Timisoara: a shift in memory practices and narratives?

Adapting the memoryscapes to the younger generation and tourists:
new forms and modalities of remembrance

More than 35 years after the Revolution, a shift is apparent from memorial to didactic
commemorations: while the former honor the victims, involving construction of
monuments and mourning rituals, the latter are designed to teach the history and the
significance of the Revolution.*! This shift occurs in a dual context: the gradual loss of
the living memory, since the younger generation did not live through the Revolution,
and the growing number of tourists interested in the history of communist Romania.
Although the didactic objective is not new, *? it seems to have flourished recently with
the multiplication of educational and artistic projects: Remind Mapping 89* in 2019,
the renovation of the Revolution Memorial permanent exhibition in 2021-2022, the
Revolution Route created by the city hall in 2025, as well as the National Museum
of the 1989 Anti-Communist Revolution project. These are just examples, but the
presence of public actors reflects a break in the memorialization and the museumi-
zation of the Revolution, memoryscapes having until recently been created mostly
by private associations for commemorative purposes. It shows the “chronology of the

memorialization process”: “participants, victims, survivors, and families usually exert

39. Participant observations in guided tours (2023-2024).

40. Express de Banat, “Urmele gloantelor trase in 1989 rimén pe clidirile din punctul
zero al Revolutiei de la Timisoara.”

41. SIGNER, 2015.

42. The Revolution Memorial Association opened an exhibition space in their building
in 1998 mostly visited by school groups from Timisoara and surrounding areas.

43. For the 30th anniversary of the Revolution, this project initiated by a geography teacher
at the university involved pupils and students in collecting and mapping testimonies about
the Revolution, in partnership with the Revolution Memorial Association.
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the greatest control of meaning in the immediate aftermath of an event. Gradually,
however, other parties enter the discussion.”# Locally, the recent implication of public
actors can be explained by the renewal of the municipal staff since 2020, headed by
the German Dominic Fritz, who is implementing much more proactive cultural and
heritage policies. ® But the National Museum project in particular is a turning point:
under the supervision of the Ministry of Culture, this could be the very first national
museum entirely dedicated to a part of the communist history in Romania, * reflecting
the state’s slow commitment to the work of remembrance.

Interviewees and official documents claim these public projects are motivated
primarily by the importance of transmission to the younger generation. This was one
of the prevailing arguments during interviews with people over 40 years old, who regret
young people’s lack of knowledge about the Revolution and stress the importance of
remembrance. In the absence of direct memories and consistent content on the theme at
school, the 1989 “postmemory”* is mainly supplied by family transmission, but facinga
prevalent “silence between generations”* in Romania. In response, educational projects
are considered essential. For example, the mayor’s advisor for culture and education
claims the Revolution Route is for “tourists but not only, also for our citizens, mainly
the young generation [...], to understand more how it’s started, from where and how
in those days developed the events.”* This route highlights nine important sites of the
Revolution, materialized by floor plaques with explanatory and testimonial texts and,

where possible, street furniture and vegetation in order to create “public spaces” rather

44. FOOTE & AZARYAHU, 2007, p. 129.
45. DARGAUD, 2022.

46. In2019 a Museum of the Horrors of Communism in Romania was also founded (Zegea
nr. 157 din 25 iulie 2019 privind infiintarea Muzeului Ororilor Comunismului in Roménia).
However, it does not yet physically exist and remains a project for now. Concretely, it can
organize exhibitions with various partners in the country, such as the Revolution Memorial in
Timisoara, but the physical opening of the institution will have to wait until a consensus has
been reached, nationally, on its location. The same happened with the Revolution Museum
in Timisoara: it took years to transfer the building of a former military garrison on Liberty
Square from the Ministry of Defense to the Ministry of Culture. Now that it has been done
in 2019, the official decision to create the museum was taken in 2022 by the Parliament
(Legea nr. 259/2022 privind infiintarea Muzeului National al Revolutiei Anticomuniste din
Decembrie 1989) and the transformation work of the building can begin at last.

47. HirscH, 1996.
48. HOFMANN, 2015.
49. Interviewed April 9, 2021.
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than just monuments.*® QR codes provide access to a virtual archive platform with
original photos, videos, and audios, allowing users to be transported through 1989 time
in the same space. The use of new technologies is also one of the major objectives of the
future National Museum, while it has already been employed in the Revolution Memorial
since the renovation: “documentary rooms” alternate with “emotion rooms” created
with various technologies (lighting effects, audio recordings, etc.) to attract younger
audiences.”' But they are not just a passive public: through their own practices and
discourses, young people also play a part in shaping 1989 memoryscapes in Timisoara.

The younger generation as an active memory player:
alternative and counter memoryscapes

Timisoara’s streets are filled with stickers, stencils, and grafhiti about the Revolution
(Fig. 5), which are an integral part of the 1989 alternative memoryscapes as they
are informal street art. Using slogans (“Heroes never die”, “Respect 89”) and visual
symbols (the “V” for victory finger salute, the raised fist for struggle), these ins-
criptions are mainly made by young supporters of local football clubs—themselves
using the memory of the Revolution to promote their team.

Local anthropologist Smaranda Vultur interprets these practices as a form of desacrali-
zation of the memory of the Revolution, breaking with the proper forms and places of
mainstream memory, as these memoryscapes are put almost anywhere (street furniture,
traffic signs, trash cans, bus stops, etc.).>* By the same logic, she also noticed a shift in
the way her students visited the Revolution Memorial: she had been embarrassed on
several occasions when they were taking selfies in a place she considers solemn,> which
brings to mind the debates on selfies practices in Auschwitz.>* I have often observed
this in the Memorial, and even more so since the recent renovation: there is now a wall
where visitors can stamp “Libertate”, a revolutionary slogan, which leads to sometimes
irrelevant photo-taking and fun mimetic practices (Fig. 6) such as drawing shapes or
writing names, annoying the architect who designed the wall.>

50. PRIMARIA MUNICIPULUI TIMISOARA, 2022.

51. Director of the Revolution Memorial, interviewed March 30, 2023; Architect res-
ponsible for renovating the exhibitions, interviewed April 11, 2023.

52. VULTUR, 2010; interview April 1,2021.
53. Ibid.

54. CHEVALIER & LEFORT, 2016.

55. Interviewed April 11, 2023.
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Figure 5. Spreading the memory of the Revolution
in the urban space with informal street-art practices

Left to right and top to bottom: 1 — “Respect 89” graffiti designating the Reformed
Hungarian Church where the Revolution began (2021); 2 - Raised fist stencil with

the Revolution dates in the city center (2021); 3 - “Heroes never die” stencil in Victory Square,
next to the a supporters club stencil (2021); 4 - “Heroes never die” and “Better dead

than communist” stickers on a traffic sign in the city center (2023).

© Amandine Dargaud, 2021 & 2023
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Figure 6. The “Libertate” buffer wall in the Revolution Memorial in 2023 and 2024:
a playful memoryscape

© Amandine Dargaud, 2023 & 2024

These examples show the emergence of alternative memoryscapes “as venues of resistance
that challenge exclusive and totalizing national narratives”:> in counterpoint to the for-
mer traumatic and commemorative memory of the Revolution, these practices are more
amusing, more detached and forgetful of the traumatic memories of the socialist period,
but also more critical. Indeed, young Romanians with no experience of the communist
regime are also lucid about the difficulties of the present (corruption, inflation, etc.):
considering the memory debates and conflicts exposed before, the dominant narratives
presenting the Revolution as the “point zero of democracy” do not readily resonate
with them. This leads to more balanced discourses questioning the nature and conse-
quences of the “break with the communist past.” This is now the case at the Revolution
Memorial, renovated in conjunction with an outside team of young people> who chose
to adopt a more critical point of view at the end of the visit: the last room is dedicated
to the “Revolution in 2022” (renovation year), with an information panel about the
shortcomings of transitional justice and a mural questioning the legacy of communism
in society and urban space (Fig. 7).>® This last room is accessible by a corridor leading to

56. FOREST et al., 2004.

57. The Revolution Memorial’s permanent exhibitions were renovated in partnership with an
architect and the Prin Banat Association, with their expertise in cultural and memory projects.

58. For example, the artist Dan Perjovschi asks why street names from the communist
period persist and insists that justice has not been done.
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the “flagwith a mirror,” a reinterpretation of the famous “flag with a hole” symbol*’ that
invites visitors to reflect on themselves (Fig. 8). Beyond the duty of memory that has
prevailed until now through “educational commemorations; *’ a more critical retrospective
vision of the event is proposed, inviting young people not only to remember but also to
question the present with some “background knowledge”¢! of communism. Of course,
these discourses are not confined into the Revolution Memorial space, but also spread
across the urban space through informal and formal street-art (Fig. 7).

Figure 7. Counter memoryscapes questioning the 1989 break in Timisoara

Left to right and top to bottom: 1 — The Revolution mural by Dan Perjovschi in the Revolution
Memorial (2023); 2 — The Lost Revolution (Revolutia riticitd) by Sorina Vazelina on a bus stop in
Calea Martirilor, commissioned by the ECOC association (2021); 3 — “PSD red plague” stencil
in the Fabric neighborhood, the PSD being the party considered the heirs of communism formed
by Iliescu (2021); 4 — The Animal Farm mural by KSELEQOQYNQYSHY on Calea Martirilor
Youth Center, commissioned by the ECOC association (2021).

© Amandine Dargaud, 2021 & 2023

59. Duringthe 1989 Revolution, the demonstrators destroyed or vandalized insignia of power, such
as statues or, here, the symbol of the Socialist Republic of Romania at the center of the national flag.

60. SIGNER, 2015.

61. Architect responsible for renovating the Revolution Memorial exhibition, inter-
viewed April 11, 2023.
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Figure 8. The “flag with a hole” reinterpretation in the Revolution Memorial:
at the end of the corridor, the mirror invites visitors to rethink the 1989 event.

© Amandine Dargaud, 2023

Conclusion

In Timisoara, immediately after 1989, victims of and participants in the Revolution
were made “heroes” and “martyrs”: memorial sites were created in their honor for
commemorative purposes, mainly on the initiative of private associations. Today,
these memoryscapes still have a strong symbolic and identity-building load for the
locals, proud to be from the “city of the Revolution” and recognized as such by
outsiders and tourists. But this unifying and unified local narrative overlooks the
memory conflicts and debates taking place in postsocialist Romania concerning the
1989 events—an issue that remains highly relevant more than 35 years after the fall
of the communist regime, as evidenced by the recent death of Ion Iliescu in August
2025, which has reignited demands for the truth about the responsibilities of the
victims of the Revolution and the real nature of the political “transition.” Although
Timisoara is less affected than Bucharest by the contested use of “remembrance of
the Revolution within nation-building strategies,”®* the lack of consensus is leading
to a decline in traditional commemorative and memorial practices nevertheless.
This can also be explained by the gradual disappearance of witnesses and first
leaders in the memorialization process (associations of victims and participants):

62. YOUNG & L1GHT, 2016.
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decades after the events, other actors are progressively appearing on the memory
scene (public actors, cultural associations, supporters clubs, tourism operators, and
tourists themselves). The result is a variety and abundance of 1989 memoryscapes in
Timisoara, which can sometimes saturate the space and be in competition with each
other. For instance, what will become of the small Revolution Memorial Museum,
renovated with limited resources in 2021-2022, after the opening of the National
Museum? Are the new landmarks of the municipal Revolution Route based on the
existing plaques and monuments in the same locations, or do they ignore, overlie,
or even contradict those?

Justified by the duty to remember, these projects are aimed primarily at young
people, who nonetheless seem to be less and less interested in because of lack of
knowledge and/or conflict weariness—or seem to be increasingly critical of the
Revolution. Thus, memories are “not simply reconstructions of the past [...] but
also commentaries on the present.”® Counter memoryscapes express the doubts
about the 1989 change but also the postsocialist disillusionment which, even among
young people who never experienced communism, can give rise to positive ideas
about this past, and even postsocialist nostalgia, which is growing according to the
last opinion polls even though it remains taboo in Romania.
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Abstract: This paper examines the memorialization of the anti-communist
Revolution in Timisoara (Romania). It investigates how the narrative of the
break with communism in 1989 is shaped by a commemorative rationale for
political, identity and even touristic or economic purposes. The paper begins
by showing how the main 1989 memoryscapes played a part in constructing the
collective memory through the commemoration of the victims, heroization of
the revolutionaries, and celebration of the break with communism. However, as
akey-component of the local identity rhetoric and urban marketing policies, this
narrative collides with the disillusionment that followed the collapse of socialism in
Romania and is weakened by the conflicts among various actors (commemorative
associations, former revolutionaries, public actors, inhabitants, tourists, young
people, etc.). We witness the emergence of alternative memoryscapes and even
counter memories at odds with the dominant 1989 narratives and indicative of
the persistence of keen memorial competitions in the post-traumatic context of
postsocialist Romania.

Keywords: Traumatic memory, memory conflicts, 1989 Revolution,
Postsocialism, Romania

Fagonner les paysages mémoriels de la Révolution
de 1989 a Timisoara (Roumanie) : continuité et rupture
dans les récits, les lieux et les pratiques mémoriels

Résumé : A travers le cas de Timisoara, cet article s’intéresse aux processus de
mémorialisation de la Révolution de 1989 en Roumanie. Dans quelle mesure la
rupture avec le communisme est-elle mise en récit dans une logique commémorative,
mais aussi 4 des fins politiques, identitaires voire touristiques et économiques ? Les
lieux de mémoire de la Révolution ont d’abord joué un réle dans la construction de
la mémoire dominante de ['événement a Timisoara, basée sur la commémoration
des victimes, [’héroisation des révolutionnaires et la célébration de la rupture avec
le communisme. Au coeur des rhétoriques identitaires locales et des politiques de
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marketing urbain, ce récit se heurte cependant aux désillusions qui ont suivi la chute
du socialisme en Roumanie et est fragilisé par les conflits entre différents acteurs
(associations commémoratives, anciens révolutionnaires, acteurs publics, habitants,
touristes, jeunes...). Ainsi, on observe l'émergence de paysages mémoriels alternatifs
voire de contre-mémoires, qui témoignent de la persistance de compétitions mémorielles
vives dans le contexte postsocialiste roumain.

Mots-clefs : Mémoire traumatique, conflits mémoriels, Révolution de 1989,
Postsocialisme, Roumanie

Modelarea peisajelor memoriale ale Revolutiei din
1989 din Timisoara (Romdnia): continuitate si rupturd
in naratiunile, locurile si practicile memoriale

Rezumat: Prin cazul Timisoara, acest articol analizeazd procesele de rememorare
a evenimentului din 1989 in Romania. In ce mod povestea despirtirii de comunism, in
1989, este transformati in functie de motivul comemoririi — politic, identitar, economic
sau chiar turistic? Prima parte a articolului prezinti cum peisajelor memoriale ale
Revolutiei an influentat constructia unei memorii colective in Timisoara: comemorarea
victimelor, eroizarea revolutionarilor si celebrarea rupturii de comunism. Aceastd
naratiune dominantd este un element central in retorica identitard locald si in politica
de marketing urban. Totusi, deziluzia care a urmat ciderii socialismului in Romdénia si
conflictele intre diversi actanti (asociatii comemorative, revolutionari, persoane publice,
localnici, turisti, tineri, etc.) slibeste discursurile memoriale dominante. Prin urmare,
asistim la aparitia unor peisaje memoriale alternative, sau chiar la contestarea celor
existente. In concluzie, aceste reactii si persistenta lor indici competitii memoriale,
incd vii, in contextul postsocialist romdnesc.

Cuvinte-cheie: Memoria traumaticd, conflicte de memorie, Revolutia din 1989,

Postsocialism, Romainia
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