
 

ROMANI DRAMA IN THE CZECH AND 

SLOVAK REPUBLIC 
By Karolína Ryvolová 

In Czechoslovakia, the beginning of Romani writing is usually dated to the short-

lived existence of the Union of Gypsies-Roms between 1969–1973. Indeed, the 

journal Románo ľil (Romani Word) and its less formalized predecessor, the 

Informační zpravodaj (Information Correspondent) published by the UGR, became 

the first official platforms on which writing by the Roma in Romanes appeared 

(Ryvolová 2020). While traditionally Romani folk heritage in Czechoslovakia had 

been disseminated merely orally, writing in Romani was made possible thanks to 

the standardization and codification of the most widely spoken dialect, the so-

called North Central Dialect, by the non-Romani scholar Milena Hübschmannová1 

and her team of Romani advisors and consultants, as presented in the series of 

Románo ľil supplements in the year of 1971 (see Červenka 2017: 74). 

 
1 Milena Hübschmannová (1933–2005) was an essential non-Romani participant of the Romani 
emancipation struggle and the founder of Czech Romani Studies. 
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Nevertheless, much earlier, somewhat isolated literary efforts by the Roma are 

also documented. Perhaps the very first Rom to use Romani in writing was the 

Moravian teacher and translator Antonín Daniel (1913–1996), who, in 

collaboration with the Gypsy Lore Society member Stuart Edward Mann, co-

translated the Acts of Apostles into Romani in 19362, and published three 

different items in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society between 1944 and 1947 

(Závodská 2018: 68).  

The second earliest piece of writing written and signed by a Romani writer was 

the play Burning Gypsy Camp3, penned and staged in 1949 by Romani literature 

pioneer Elena Lacková (1921–2003). She (1921–2003) was a Romani writer who 

was most consistently active in the theater till her death, so a major section of 

this paper is dedicated to her works which span several decades. I also pay 

attention to the Romani folk groups of the 1980s, the semi-professional Romani 

ensembles which started to appear after 1989, the Slovak theater Romathan and 

the ever-greater involvement of contemporary Romani theater with 

mainstream productions and examples of successful collaboration and fusion. 

 

The Unlikely Prodigy  
Elena Lacková was born into a family of renowned musicians in Veľký Šariš, a 

village with a not inconsiderable Romani population in the Eastern Slovak district 

of Prešov. The family were slightly more well-to-do than most of their Romani 

neighbors, but still poorer than an average Slovak family. Although in those days 

literacy among the Roma was rare, Lacková showed a keen interest in reading and 

writing from a very young age and was an outstanding pupil at the local primary 

school. An avid reader, she started experimenting with her own poetry at the age 

of fourteen4 and by 1940 she had already written her first play, as documented in a 

contemporary print (Mušinka 2020: 24). We know nothing else about this play but 

 
2 Released by V. Horák and co. in Prague in 1936 as O keriben pal e Devlesere bičhade. The whole 
venture had been initiated by the British and Foreign Bible Society. 
3 The original Slovak title being Horiaci cigánsky tábor. To my knowledge, no translation into Romani 
exists. 
4 Her poems written in Slovak, the language of her institutional education, were broadcast in a radio 
program entitled Londýn–Paríž–Veľký Šariš (see Mušinka 2020: 25) 
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the fact that she wrote it, and that the non-Romani intellectuals found such an 

activity conducted by a “Gypsy” surprising. 

During the Second World War, Lacková moved to her new husband’s house 

near Kapušany, while also maintained frequent contacts with her mother’s enclave 

in Veľký Šariš. Thus, she was able to follow the development in both communities 

and the sum of the wartime pauperization, ostracization, persecution and even 

physical elimination of the Slovak Roma by the Slovak State became the central 

topics of her literary works throughout her life. 

According to Mušinka (2020: 33), Lacková joined the Communist Party while 

she was briefly living in the Czech part of Czechoslovakia in 1947–1948. After her 

family resettled in in her birthplace of Veľký Šariš in Slovakia in late 1948, she started 

to write the above-mentioned play Burning Gypsy Camp. It premiered in April 1949 

and won considerable acclaim, which is best illustrated by the fact that the leading 

daily of the Communist Party, the Rudé právo (Red Justice) carried a story about it 

on the cover5. The amateur theater group consisting exclusively of her extended 

family renamed themselves Kočovné rómske divadlo (Travelling Romani Company) 

and started touring first Slovakia and later also the Czech part of the country, 

performing the piece more than one hundred times over a period of two years. 

The Burning Gypsy Camp is a play in three acts in which the playwright seeks 

to demonstrate the social status and inner structure of Romani communities prior 

to the war, its changes after the proclamation of the Slovak State, and the hope for 

a fresh start connected with Communist leadership after the war. The play features 

typical forms of wartime persecution such as forced isolation, lack of access to 

resources, the transport of able-bodied Romani men to labor camps, their 

hardships in the camps, and the way many Romani men ended up joining the 

resistance and fighting in the Slovak National Uprising. The same thing happened 

in the case of the heroine, Angela, whose relationship with the non-Romani 

communist Anton embodies the perceived dissolving of ethnic and class barriers 

and the new order in which racial discrimination becomes a thing of the past. The 

play ends with the people of the settlement building new houses among their non-

Romani neighbors and Angela and Anton’s wedding. 

Although the play oozes with the understandable optimism of liberation after 

the years of oppression, identification with the state ideology is less prominent than 

 
5 The article called „Burning Gypsy Camp“, written by G. Svobodová, was printed in Rudé právo on 
August 3, 1949. 
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the one with the culture and community laws of the Roma. There are many 

references to the wealth of Romani folk songs and proverbs, even if in Slovak 

translation. Lacková shows the Roma as brave, hardworking people who have 

suffered unjustly and deserve a chance under the new regime. Most importantly, 

she had thematized Romani holocaust decades before it became part of the public 

debate in the 1990s. 

 The play finally came out in print in 19566, following another staging by 

Lacková, this time with a new title, Gypsy Camp, and a new ensemble of Roma 

amateur actors from Prešov. Lacková wrote two more plays in the 1950s, New Life 

(Nový život) that she staged in 1955 with her Travelling Romani Company, and the 

Romani Heart (Rómske srdce) that has only been broadcast as a radio play so far 

by the Slovak Radio (in 1995, see Mušinka 2020: 44) but has never been put on stage. 

Lacková’s appointment as regional health inspector at the Prešov Regional 

Office (KNV) occasioned a creative break. When she returned to writing in the late 

1960s, she focused on poetry. If she did write any more plays between the fifties and 

the eighties, they are not publicly known. Nevertheless, her radio play Žužika, first 

aired by the Czechoslovak Radio on December 29, 1988, showed her genuine talent, 

a fact mirrored by the Prix Bohemia Award for radio production in Plzeň in 1989. 

Žužika7 was written in Romani and translated into Czech by the above-

mentioned Milena Hübschmannová who consistently sought to convey the 

specifics of Romani imagery to the Czech listener, retaining the structure of 

traditional similes and proverbs. Thus, the Roma have “as many children as there 

are stars in heavens” or when people beg one another to do something, they “lick 

their sweet heart, their sweet liver, their sweet feet”. The whole show is scattered 

with beautiful traditional songs, performed in Romani by the members of the 

Rusenko family8, with an unobtrusive Czech voiceover by the narrator. Directed by 

 
6 It was released simultaneously by the Czech and Slovak literary and dramatic publishing houses 
(Československé divadelní a literární jednatelství; Slovenské divadelné a literárne zastupiteľstvo). It 
was again reprinted by the Slovak Ministry of Culture in 1992. 
7 I drew on the radio play itself, which I was lucky enough to download from an anonymous source 
from the Internet. It was not available from the digitized Czechoslovak Radio Archive online, and to 
my knowledge, the script is yet to be unearthed from Milena Hübschmannová’s private archive, 
which is currently being processed by the Museum of Romani Culture in Brno. 
8 A fact worth pointing out is that e.g., Milena Zemínová, Marie Reiznerová and Agnesa Horváthová 
from the Rusenko family, who sing on the recording, were all experimenting with writing in Romani 
at the time. Marie, aka Margita Reiznerová went on to become one of the most recognized Romani 
poets in the Czech Republic. 
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Josef Melč and dramatized by Mirka Preussová, the play has a crème de la crème 

cast of contemporary Czechoslovak theater9. 

 Žužika, loosely translated as the Pure One, is inspired by old Romani folk tales. 

Typically of Lacková, it opens with the description of the complex structure of the 

Romani village, with particular attention paid to the head of the community, the 

vajda Šándor and his wife, Maga. As they have no children, in his despair Šándor 

begs impure forces to give him a child, and out of nowhere Žužika appears, to 

become his adopted daughter. Her arrival in the village sets off a series of events, 

which are not necessarily bad in themselves but turn sour when Šándor becomes 

obsessed with Žužika and wants to elope with her as his wife. Žužika disappears 

again and the vajda leaves the community in shame. The moral of the story is, if 

you want to live among people, you must never forget to act like a man. “Roma, 

brothers, let’s respect each other and never forget the good inside us” – Lacková 

concludes. 

 In January 1990, after a break of nearly twenty years, a new monthly for the 

Romani community was launched. Ironically, the first issue of the Lačho lav (Good 

Word) came out very shortly after the peaceful political transition of November 17, 

1989, even though the lengthy negotiations of Romani representation with the 

communist nomenclature had gone on for at least eighteen months previously. 

The Lačho lav was in many ways a continuation of Románo ľil from the early 1970s, 

certainly in its ethos but partly also in terms of its editors and regular contributors 

(for more details see Ryvolová 2021: 90–92). In the twelve issues of the magazine that 

were released before it changed its name to Amaro lav in 1991, Elena Lacková 

published six different pieces of writing, two of which were one-act plays. In Ma 

rozmar tuke o dživipen thovibnaha / Do Not Allow Jealousy to Destroy Your Life, a 

young wife is proven wrong when she thinks her husband is chasing other women, 

when in fact he has been practicing with the new Romani folk group. In …sem 

Roma sam! / …at the end of the day, we’re all Roma!, a Romani couple who would 

like to pass for Gadje, reject a Romani suiter for their daughter as they are trying to 

marry her off to a white man. They soon discover that the non-Roma have nothing 

but disdain for them and the two sets of Romani parents agree on a match between 

the young ones who love each other, reaffirming their ethnic solidarity by 

exclaiming “at the end of the day, we’re all Roma!”. 

 
9 For example, Rudolf Hrušínský, Josef Somr, Věra Galatíková, Jana Hlaváčová, Iva Janžurová, Simona 
Stašová, Hana Maciuchová, or Martin Dejdar. 
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 Both one-act plays contain an element of instruction and education. They are 

partly touched by the contemporary idea that the Roma need to be lifted from the 

darkness of their backward ways and turned into new socialist people; however, by 

means of addressing the Roma in their mother tongue and discussing some typical 

dilemmas of their life in industrial Bohemia, they are also celebrating the Romani 

identity and traditional way of life. 

 Elena Lacková continued to write, mostly for newspapers and magazines but 

also children and young adults, until the end of her life. Her prolific work is yet to be 

analyzed entirely, a task which is already underway thanks to the long-term project 

of cultural anthropologist Alexander Mušinka from Prešov University, Slovakia. 

 Romathan theater from Košice (see below) has also staged several shows 

written or inspired by the works of Lacková. In 1994, they introduced a fairy tale 

based on her story Veľký primáš Baro / Baro the Great and in 1999 another one, 

called Hrbatý Maren / Maren the Hunchback. In the year 2000, they brought a 

renewed premiere of her original 1949 play the Gypsy Camp. 

 

Romani Grassroots Theatre Companies 
Attempts by the Czechoslovak Roma to produce their own shows go back to 

the 1930s. At a time when the Romani language had not been codified and hence 

writing in it was deemed impossible, Romani enthusiasts found the stage to be a 

convenient way to convey their frustration, disappointments, and finer points of 

their life in visual and auditory ways. In the Moravian town of Strážnice, cousins Josef 

and František Kýr founded a renowned amateur group called Cigánská omladina 

(Gypsy Youth), which had eleven members from Strážnice and Kněždub and was 

apparently very popular in Slovácko region, so much to earn praise from the 

contemporary media (Nečas 1997: 60). The song-and-dance plays depicting 

episodes from Romani life were codirected by the cousins. Sadly, in 1942 the 

majority of the Moravian Roma ended up in concentration camps and very few 

came back after the war. 

 The tradition of Strážnice Romani theater was resumed by Jan Daniel, a 

returnee from the camps, who had been a member of his father’s early Romani 

ensemble in the 1930s. He wrote a play called Návrat (The Return) reflecting on the 

situation of the Roma after the war, which he staged with a new Romani company 

and played between 1951–1965 (see Berkyová 2021: 106–107). 
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 During the peak of the so-called Normalization Years10, all forms of Romani 

cultural activity were firmly suppressed. The political thaw of the mid-1980s inspired 

by Michail Gorbatschev’s perestroika brought a renewed possibility for the Roma to 

set up amateur song-and-dance folk groups, which soon became unofficial hubs of 

Romani emancipatory activities. To name just a few, there was Perumos (Thunder) 

and Khamoro (Sun) in Prague, Čercheň (Star) and Amare neni (Our Aunties) in 

Rokycany, or Točkolotoč (Revolving Merry-Go-Round) in Svitavy. All these groups 

regularly put on shows based on a traditional-Romani-dance choreography 

accompanied by a band of virtuoso musicians and female singers from the 

community. And starting from such performances it was only a step to also 

including simple dialogues and following basic stage directions. 

 Probably the most notable of these amateur shows was the musical Amaro 

drom (Our Journey), a play in Czech with Romani songs and some dialogues, 

written by the Romani state attorney Emil Ščuka (*1957). Having been appointed to 

Sokolov, a West Bohemian border town with a sizeable Romani minority, he felt the 

need to keep the local youth off the streets. He did so with the song-and-dance folk 

group named Romen in honor of the famous Russian theater that he rehearsed 

Amaro drom and later toured the country. According to Hübschmannová, the 

musical was no theatrical or literary milestone, but it had an immense empowering 

effect on the community that heard Romani spoken in a public place for the first 

time in their lives (Ryvolová 2021: 72). 

 

Romathan: The Place of the Roma 
The Košice-based theater Romathan, opened by the Slovak Ministry of 

Culture in 1992, is the longest-running minority theater in former Czechoslovakia. It 

is often referred to as the only “professional” Romani theater in this region because, 

as a state contributory organization, it has been the receiver of state funding and 

its employees may be viewed as civil servants. In almost thirty years of activity, they 

have produced some eighty individual shows, premiering three new plays and 

playing 130 times a year on average. Their first director was the Romani journalist 

 
10 A period of political consolidation and re-establishment of Czechoslovakia as a satellite of 
Communist Russia after the occupation of Czechoslovakia by the Warsaw Pact in 1968. 

http://www.romaheroes.org/


🄯 Digital Collection of European Roma Theater and Drama - www.romaheroes.org 

 

8 

Anna Koptová, followed in September 1998 by bandleader Karel Adam, who was 

replaced by his eldest son, Karol Adam, on his retirement in 2017. 

The ensemble’s relationship with state authorities and particularly the city of 

Košice, their official founder, is a conflicted one. Although they started out as a 

nationwide theater and initially premiered every play both in Košice and Bratislava, 

soon they had to reduce their numbers dramatically, while also limiting their out-

of-town shows to Eastern Slovakia for reasons of underfunding (Hivešová-Šilanová 

2002). Likewise, Romathan had not been invited to join the preparations for Košice’s 

role as the European City of Culture of 2013 (Kočí 2010). Recently, however, thanks 

to the local government of Košice, after almost thirty years of existence, the 

ensemble has finally moved to new premises on Továrenská Street. The venue, 

which is on the long run envisaged as an important Romani community center, can 

seat eighty viewers. 

Their repertoire is primarily formed by original shows with live music, song 

and dance, written by the members of the ensemble (e.g., Romathan baví / 

Romathan Entertains or Romathan v novom šatě / Romathan in a New Attire). 

Much attention is paid to children’s programs, making fairy tales a substantial part 

of their range (e.g., Husle, duše Romov / Violin, the Romani Spirit or Ako Boh stvoril 

Rómov / How God Created the Roma). In recent years, dramaturges Marián Balog 

and Milan Godla have consciously been trying to introduce social realism and 

drama. Two plays reflect the tragic plight of the Roma during WWII: Svedectvo / 

Testimony and Mŕtve miesto / The Dead Place. The series of three plays called 

Prešíbaná rodinka / The Crafty Family, Dobroprajná rodinka / Well-Meaning 

Family and Vynaliezava rodinka / Ingenious Family addresses contemporary issues 

of Romani communities such as usury or migration in the form of a comedy. 

Although the name consists of two Romani words, Roma (The Roma) and 

than (place), thus indicating whom this theater is primarily intended for, the 

majority of their audience is in fact non-Roma.11 Also in terms of language, the 

dialogues are usually in Slovak, and most Romani language appears in song-lyric 

form, this way weakening the mission of the theater as a vessel of ethnic 

 
11 In an article commemorating the theater’s 25th anniversary, available from 
https://radiozurnal.rozhlas.cz/divadlo-romathan-oslavilo-25-let-pusobeni-8106363 [December 16, 
2021], it is stated that “70 % of the audience is mostly Non-Romani”. This is also suggested by the 
authentic footage from several shows, posted on the RomArchive website in the Romathan section 
and recorded by Štátna vedecka knižnica Prešov (State Library in Prešov), where particularly with 
fairy tales, most of the audience are non-Romani school children. Nevertheless, this may vary 
according to program and understandably, no hard date on the subject is available. 
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empowerment. The fact that Romathan’s production is under distinct majority 

influence has often been criticized, a situation not wholly dissimilar from that of the 

Russian Romani theater called Romen.12 

Another influential personality of Romani origin has recently emerged in the 

city of Košice. František Balog (*1982)13 is a professional actor and a regular company 

member of the Košice State Theatre, however, together with his colleagues Tomáš 

Diro and Andrej Palko, he also founded his own theatrical company called the Actor 

Theatre in 2016. In 2018, he introduced a new production, which he both wrote and 

directed, entitled Róm z perinky, alebo Enter the Majority! / Roma from the Duvet 

or Enter the Majority! This satirical monodrama is closely based upon Balog’s 

childhood and puberty spent in a children’s home in Šarišské Michaľany. In nine 

anecdotal acts, which depict his meetings with some crucial personalities in his life, 

he shows the journey he has undertaken from institutional care to mainstream 

society, while also embracing his ethnic origins and culture. The show has had more 

than seventy reruns so far and enjoys considerable popularity. 

Balog also tries to invest back into his community by helping disadvantaged 

Romani children develop their talents and pursue their careers. He spent five years 

collaborating with Wild Poppies Foundation (Nadace Divé maky) and now runs his 

own institute Parnokalo Slovakia, which engages in consistent work with Romani 

talents from Luník IX, the underdeveloped Romani estate of Košice. 

 

The Czech Roma and the Theatre in 21st Century 
The first decade after the Velvet Revolution and particularly the new 

millennium have seen an ever-growing professionalization of Romani playwrights 

and actors. A long journey has been taken from the traditional folklore songs as 

performed in folk music festivals to the current drama staged on major scenes. 

 
12 For a detailed study of the past and present of Moscow Theatre Romen and the way they negotiate 
Romani identity between mainstream tastes and internal convictions see Alaina Lemon’s ground-
breaking monograph Between Two Fires: Gypsy Performance and Romani Memory from Pushkin 
to Post-Socialism (Duke University Press 2000). 
13 The information for this section comes from several Slovak newspaper pieces located online, an 
online interview with František Balog conducted by the Independent Theatre Hungary 
https://howlround.com/happenings/interview-frantisek-balog-about-roma-duvet-or-enter-
majority-rom-z-perinky-alebo-enter [January 7, 2022], and an email exchange with František Balog 
himself. 
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In 2004, husband and wife Jožka and Olga Fečo and their children ensemble 

Čhavorikaňi luma (Children’s World) from Neratovice premiered a musical written 

by composer Jožka Fečo, entitled Zloděj a jeho svět, aneb šestnáct krutých pravd 

(The Thief and his World, or Sixteen Merciless Truths). What started in 1996 as a 

community project to offer Romani children some after school activities, turned 

into a large production with 45 minutes of original score, an immense cast, and 

spectacular handmade costumes. 

In 2007, the above-mentioned Emil Ščuka founded the International 

Conservatory in Prague, where not only Romani students can major in singing, 

acting, dancing, composing, instrument-playing and other creative fields. In 2012, 

some of the Conservatory’s students played in an original musical entitled 

Superstar Company, written by the ethnically mixed team of Jan Krůta, Vojtěch 

Lavička and Pavlína Matiová. The original score was composed by Tomáš Kača. 

Another Romani composer, Jiří Korman, wrote a play commemorating the 

Romani victims of the Gypsy camp Lety, first shown at Ponec Theatre in 2014 as 

Lety-1942. A series of moving images, the production was less a narrative and more 

an opportunity to sympathize with the victims and their families and process these 

emotions in a kind of cathartic joint prayer. The same director, Dana Račková, 

collaborated with Korman on a much larger production in the same year. Cikánská 

rapsodie (Gypsy Rhapsody), written by Jiří Korman in memory of the writer Bohumil 

Hrabal, was shown at the New Stage of the National Theatre and earned well-

deserved acclaim. 

Both Superstar Company and Cikánská rapsodie are examples of the kind of 

productions that are becoming increasingly popular: a creative and effective fusion 

of Romani and non-Romani teams and their respective approaches. A similar 

production was the play Můj soused, můj nepřítel (My Neighbor, My Enemy), staged 

at the National Theatre Studio in 2011. Directed by Viktorie Čermáková, it had a 

mixed non-Romani and Romani cast, represented by David Tišer, Ladislav Goral a 

Vojtěch Lavička on the Romani side. The show thematized violence against the 

Roma committed through the language usually used in the media. 

 At least since 201414, the most consistently active and media-visible group 

uniting Romani actors, playwrights and musicians in the Czech Republic has been 

Ara Art. Their progressive team is partially professionally trained, and in their 

 
14 Their first play Guľi daj / Sweet Mother was produced in 2011 and the founding members date the 
official beginning of the theater to the year 2012. It was not until 2014, however, that Ara Art had 
become an official charitable society. 
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productions, they utilize music as merely one of the tools of storytelling rather than 

an end in and of itself. Over the years, they have staged several plays drawing on 

traditional subject matter as told by classical narrators: in a children’s program 

called Čirikloro, aneb co říká ptáček / The Little Bird’s Song (2016), they discuss the 

possibilities of mutual understanding among humans, and in …a zase jsme spali 

pindral / …and again we all slept pindral (2017), they tell the story of the Roma, 

drawing on fictional works by some classical Czech Romani writers. Their best-

known piece, Gádžové jdou do nebe (The Gadje Are Going to Heaven, premiered in 

2020) was in fact initiated by the Brno-based theater Husa na Provázku, with the 

active collaboration of Ara Art. Directed by Jiří Havelka, it is an unsettling journey 

into the heart of people’s prejudices. A new co-production of the same two 

ensembles is currently in progress, to be premiered in 2022. And the team of the 

Ara Art is also currently working on a new original play entitled Dajori / Dear Mum, 

which is about a feminist taking on the role of Romani women with Pavlína Matiová 

as the lead.  

The activities of the Ara Art include community education regarding the 

LGBTQ+ scene among the Roma, or the annual celebrations of the International 

Roma Day (April 8) and the World Day of Romani Language (November 5). 

 Finally, let us mention the project of the Stria brothers, Robin and David who 

in 2020 wrote and staged a play called Miri fajta (My Family) about a Romani 

extended family. Soon after, David Stria made a film about it, presenting it as the 

first Romani sitcom. He is still trying to sell it to an Internet TV channel.  
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