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Preamble:

A month ago, I returned from Transylvania, Romania where I worked with local people and the students from the Babeş-Bolyai University, Deparment of Theater andTelevision, The Cinematography, Photography, and Media Wing on a material about alcoholism. 
For the following days, I slept and slept and slept. Then I plunged into tumultuous New York life during recession. Fellow artists would eagerly ask me how my trip was. I’d recount, I’d entertain, I’d marvel, I’d try to sort things out, and couldn’t. Even my travel notes would not gel into a coherent report. Finally a few days ago I was asked by Professor Doru Pop, the organizer, to write about my experience, my methodology, the people I collaborated with, so here I am today, endeavoring to write a relatively academic report that measures the success of our enterprise. 
I belong to a school of thought that finds the objective/omniscient third person used in academia alienating and inaccurate. I can speak at ease only from my subjective perspective. 

Methodology:

I use the self as a vehicle for my work. I use my personal experiences as a starting point of exploration. I am a testimony and an exploration, a sacrificial guinea pig and a cultural agent of change. At times it is dangerous, it cuts to close to the bone. 
We decided with Professor Doru Pop that we’d create a material about alcoholism. I felt strongly about the horrific situation in my hometown, Zalău. My younger brother died because of alcoholism, my father stopped drinking only last year, when he was 74 and a diabetic with a blood clot in his brain he acquired falling on the ice while being drunk. All the friends I have in Zalău had at least one dear one dead because of drinking. 
Yet, there wasn’t much talk about it in the public arena. 
Among others, I am a journalist by training, so I use interviews as fodder for my stage work. I also am a Theater of the Oppressed practitioner, that is I use theater, photography, video etc. as a tool for social change. I hoped these techniques would help on the enterprise, but I was ready to shift gears in case they proved inadequate in the field. In preparation for the trip, I researched the situation on the internet and made various contacts that could lead to interviews. The main one was the Alcoholics Anonymous at St. Dimitrie Church. Its founder Floyd Frantz was eager in his support.
Budapest Interviews:

In Budapest, where I landed, I was reminded that this was not just a Romanian state problem, but the entire Eastern Europe, Russia was drowning in alcohol. Come to think of it, it’s a global problem. My host in Budapest, Patrick Mullowney, took me to a party that I had to flee, since the revelers were smoking me out of my lungs and merrily emptying bottles. On the street, in bus stops, you’d see gatherings of red-nosed workers sipping from bottles in the middle of the day. 
Zalău Interviews:

Upon arrival in my hometown, we went to the cemetery with armfuls of chrysanthemums to sanctify the tomb of my brother, since it was the Day of the Dead. The entire town converged on its tight alleys. Many tombstones showed how young were the deceased. However medieval it sounds, the alcoholism is a scourge, a plague.
I interviewed my friends. Their sorrow and anger nested in me. I observed my own family, and tried to imagine how our lives would have been different without alcohol. Too late. Yet, to see my father sober, working the garden, joking with my mother, felt warm. 
But my younger brother is gone.

One of my main fears was that I wouldn’t be able to rein in my own sorrow during the trip. I often prayed for strength so I could fulfill my duty, lead the participants on a journey of discovery, thought, and change, without me crying, and to my surprise, I was always in control of my emotions, to the point of polite numbness. I said to myself, This is my brother’s funeral, this is his tombstone, my wreath of flowers for him, may his death not be in vain, may he be loved in death, may we be forgiven that we didn’t know better to stop death. 
Cluj:

Upon arrival I met with a volunteer group of acting students (Lavinia Cosma, Florina Florian, Rares Lucaci, Raluca Lupan, Gina Murgu, Ingrid Robu, Raluca Sava, Eliza Tuturman and Alecu Vacarus) that I’d contacted over the email, thanks to Michael Page, their previous Shakespeare professor. I was a bit anxious as to how to approach them. My Romanian was rusty and they were utterly quiet. After I described the aim and timetable of the event,--we had one week to gather the material, experiment with it and then make a public presentation,--I asked them to read various fragments from two texts that I brought with me. They found them interesting and not at all traumatizing. Good.
For the next days, we followed the routine: in the morning and early afternoon field videotaped interviews, in the evening rehearsal/experimentation with the students.

In the field we,--my assistant Mihai Leaha, and I,--had to win the trust of the members of Alcoholics Anonymous. After three days of visiting, we managed to interview several of them. We also interviewed the managing staff, a social worker and the priest-in-chief. Overall, it was a good material. We proceeded to transcribe several chunks of interviews. It was a tedious affair, my assistant being a busy graduate student, and myself juggling rehearsals and making appointments. But we managed to have enough material in the end. We also interviewed various professionals, from the Anti-Drug state run program to university professors like Eugen Băican that specializes in addictology, and Ruxandra Cesereanu, a cultural and social philosopher. We hounded down policemen and psychiatrists but didn’t manage to meet anyone willing to be interviewed. 

As to the students, they were extremely obedient. At the beginning never offered an opinion, unless painfully coaxed to. We had a discussion, inviting them to be more outspoken, we were collaborators, I deemed them artists, they were already that, life didn’t start upon graduation. 
In the end, I came to regret that, alas, because to my surprise the anti-American sentiments were strong. Not that they’d previously traveled to America. I guess Bush and other ugly Americans abroad ruined America’s image. Oh, well. 
We had sessions in which we worked with texts based on the interviews, or we experimented with Image Theater techniques, creating sculptures of oppression. Then we created scenes based on newspaper articles. One of them, a brawl in a casino, won the prize, which is we developed it for the public presentation. It was an interesting material because when I went back on the internet and found more texts about the incident it seemed that actually the drunken aggressors were in truth victims. I explain the students about Forum Theater and offered them new lines from the internet material. They were splitting with laughter at the colorful, bawdy lines, but when it came to use them on stage, none of them volunteered. The impulse to be ‘nice’ to the audience at the cost of misrepresenting reality won. I blamed it on self-censorship, a sequel of communism. It was amazing to observe it. Twenty years had passed since the fall of communism but people didn’t seem at ease to exercise their freedom of speech. 
Anyway, we presented the material to the symposium participants. Various professors gave us much appreciated feedback. The next day we had he second presentation. The interviewees, the press, the townspeople and studentship flooded the theater hall. The actors begged me to preface their performance with a disclaimer, explaining the interviewees that we used their words just as a launching pad for our artistic process, so they shouldn’t take offense. They didn’t. 
It was a warm audience. 
I introduced the interviewees to the actors that portrayed them and the actors were amazed how appreciative the real persons were. My understanding was that these actors never performed a text based on real people before. 
I also hoped that they understood they could become themselves agents of change, that the entire society is a stage, that they shouldn’t measure their professional success only by the work in black box theaters. Or when they have a booking slump and have to take menial jobs like many actors in New York do, they could still be artists. Students rolled their eyes at the dire prospects. But truth is they all fear their future since there’s an inflation of actors in Romania. 
Evaluation:

I think I accomplished what I promised. I introduced some new techniques to students and professors. I made them think about alcoholism. One evening they started discussing it spontaneously. Then while we interviewed we were an agent of healing and change, giving a voice to relatives who still suffered quietly after they lost their loved ones to alcohol. Then the two professors that we interviewed had interesting points to make, though some contradictory. It was great to give a place to their thoughts too. The most moving thing was the presence of those from AA in the audience. The anxiety of the actors, then seeing them embracing at the end of the show. The warm appreciation of faculty. Also, we had a media presence. Paula Boartă published a large article in the Adevărul newspaper. 
The people from Zălau were eager to see the pictures and the texts we created based on their words, since they weren’t able to come to the event. The St. Dimitrie staff was inquiring about creating a publicity spot together. Mr. Frantz also was excited about possibly creating various short films based on the texts, to raise awareness. Prof. Băican can’t wait to show the resulting DVD to his addictology students.
Also by presenting these techniques and controversial subject matter, I was invited to see the dismal situation of the people at the garbage dump in Pata Râtului, and we will create another awareness campaign there. 
Future:

My hope is that after we all spend happy winter holidays, we manage to process the material, we get some sponsorship and finalize the transcription and transposing for stage of the written material, both in Romanian and English, and we have it performed both in Romania and in the USA. 

I aim for a bigger impact.
