Mirka Stechły

Theater and Totalitarianism in Latin America and Central Europe


This course asks how theater written in Central Europe and Latin America engaged and grappled with the totalitarian experience. It will focus on  20th-century Polish, Czech, Hungarian, Argentinian, Cuban and Chilean writers that depict the experience of dealing with the mechanisms of both fascist and communist

societies. 


The discussion of totalitarianism in ancient and modern philosophy  and in Utopian thinking at the beginnig of the course will provide the necessary background to examine the ways in which Central European and Latin American writers have conceptualized the totalitarian state. During the semester special attention will be given to issues of the relationship between individual and state, civil society and police terror, preservation of personal and national identity. We will compare the totalitarian experience of Latin American and Central European nations and work toward a definition of totalitarianism and dictatorship by studying texts dealing with the abuse of power,  oppression, violence,and tyrannicide.


Class session will combine lecture with active discussion of the primary texts. Supplementary readings will provide the necessary historical, bibliographical, and theoretical background for the analysis of the plays. I will frame the course with the contextual overview of contemporary Polish, Czech, Hungarian, Argentinian, Cuban and Chilean societies. We will also watch three films: Andrzej Munk, Passenger (1961-63), Istvan Szabó, Father (1960s/70s), Luis Puenzo, Official Story (1985).

Primary texts:

1. Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz (Witkacy), The Mother & Other Unsavory Plays, ed. and trans. D.Gerould and C.S. Durern (Applause, 1993).

2. Slawomir Mrożek, Tango; a play in three acts, trans. Ralph Manheim and Teresa Dzieduszycka (Grove Press, 1968).

3. Tadeusz Rozewicz, The card index and other plays, trans. Adam Czerniawski (Calder & Boyars, 1969).

4. Vaclav Havel, Largo Desolato: A Play in Seven Scenes, trans. Tom Stoppard (Grove Press, 1987).

5. Karel Capek, R.U.R. and the Insect Play, trans. P. Selver (Oxford, 1961).

6. Griselda Gambaro, Information for Foreigners: Three Plays, trans. Marguerite Feitlowitz (Northwestern University Press, 1992)   

7. The Theatre of Marco Antonio de la Parra: Translations and Commentary, trans. Charles Philip Thomas (P.Lang, 1995)

8. José Triana, Nights of the Assassins, trans. Sebastian Doggart (in: Latin American Plays: New Drama from South and Central America)

9. Eduardo, Rovner. Anniversary Concert, trans. Charles Philip Thomas.  

We will also read excerpts from the work of the following authors:  

1. Plato, The Republic, ed. and trans. I. A. Richards (Cambridge, 1966).

2. Hanna Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, (Harcourt, 1979).

3. Tsvetan Todorov, Facing the Extreme: Moral Life in the Concentration Camps, trans. A. Denner, A.Pollak (Holt, 1996).

4. Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, trans. M. Heim (Harper, 1984)

5. Vaclav Havel, The Power of the Powerless

6. Imre Kertész, Fateless, trans. C. Wilson (Northwestern, 1992)

7. Diana Taylor, Dissapearing  Acts: Spectacles of Gender and Nationality (Duke University Press, 1997).

8. Severino Albuquerque, Violent Acts: A Study of Violence in Contemporary Latin American Theatre (Wayne State University Press, 1990).

