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Due to its wide European coverage and immense global outreach, Eurovision Song 

Contest became a venue of public diplomacy and branding for its participating countries, either 

through songs or through artists themselves. The contest is seen as an excellent occasion for the 

public representation of nations (Baker, 2008b) or nation recreation through music (Björnberg, 

2017). While the countries aim to send authentic music (Baker, 2008a) to Eurovision, their strive 

to reflect national identities in music leads to the essentialization of folklore (Baker, 2008a). For 

Eastern European nations, Eurovision became a symbolic spot to mark their return to the 

European family (Bolin, 2006), which only leads to more folklore essentialization.  

On the other hand, public diplomacy at Eurovision is expressed not just via music but 

also through the musicians themselves, who lend their celebrity to their country. Thus, singers 

become resources or even suppliers for public diplomacy since they use music to communicate 

national identity. Zdob și Zdub, a Moldovan rock band which represented their country in the 

Eurovision Song Contest in 2005, 2011 and 2022, deeply embodies this perspective of national 

identity construction (Sineaeva-Pankowska and Pankowski, 2013), as their songs, usually 
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interpreted in Romanian, illustrated new grounds of understanding of Moldovan citizenry that 

gained success on large global platforms. 

Moldova's entry for the 2022 Eurovision Song Contest was the song Trenulețul, which 

translates as ”The Train” and is performed by Zdob şi Zdub and the Advahov Brothers. The song 

ranked seventh in the Grand Final and had the second-highest televote rating. Trenulețul has 

blossomed into a genuine exercise in public diplomacy because of its message, which aims to 

establish an international mnemonic community using the setting of Eurovision. By portraying 

the borderline between Romania and Moldova as an artificial geopolitical construct, Trenulețul 

positions itself as a public diplomacy discourse that calls into question this frontier's legitimacy 

in the eyes of the entire world. This goal is achieved by a disbordering narrative which presents a 

different interpretation on this frontier by utilising clichés from the panoply of Romanian-

Moldovan banal nationalism that have multifaceted meanings, both grave and humorous, and are 

based on the mythical figure of Stephen the Great, ruler of Moldova in the second half of the 

fifteen century who was declared a saint by the Orthodox Church, and his comedic 

representation on a carpet. 

The importance of music in articulating national identities is well acknowledged (Issa, 

2018). In trying times, music is responsible for nurturing common vocabularies (Issa, 2018) and 

common imaginaries (Tripp, 2013) which become drivers for behavioural mobilisation and 

identity construction. In hard circumstances, music may even challenge the state's legitimacy or 

laws, leading to the securitization of the music scene and its designation as a security threat 

(Côté, 2011). However, if governments acknowledge the potential for behavioural mobilisation 

that music has, they can employ music and artists as public diplomacy assets capable of 

generating affective security (Côté, 2011, p. 749). The affective security provided by music thus 
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leads to mnemonic socialisation (Zerubavel, 2004, p. 4), in the sense that it encourages people to 

move inside the body politic (Revill, 2000, p. 602) and to form mnemonic communities 

(Zerubavel, 2004, p. 4) based on national memory symbols (Zerubavel, 2004, p. 5). Thus, 

Trenulețul may be regarded as a public diplomacy exercise that takes place through mnemonic 

socialisation and is distinguished by a reimagining of the Romanian-Moldovan border as the 

epicentre of a transnational mnemonic community, dividing two peoples united by a similar 

language, cultural background, and historical figures. 

Trenulețul expresses consistent adherence to the perspective that geopolitical borders are 

rather artificial constructs, coinciding with their academic characterisation as lines of 

demarcation reflecting assemblages of security, political and diplomatic practices (Walters, 

2002, pp. 563–565). Thus, the song promotes a narrative specific to border music (dell’Agnese, 

2015, p. 170), a form of border art (Szary, 2012) which develops as a reaction to official 

narratives which tell the story of the differences between the two sides separated by the 

borderline (dell’Agnese, 2015, p. 180). Questioning official narratives towards borderlines is 

called disbordering (Giudice and Giubilaro, 2015, p. 84), a discursive practice of constructing 

alternative narratives towards frontiers. Trenulețul complies with this model, as its reflection of 

Romanian-Moldovan mobility and commonality stands as a metaphor of a form of mobility 

which challenges the permanence of borderlines (Giudice and Giubilaro, 2015, p. 82), 

specifically of the Romanian-Moldovan border. The lyrics illustrate dissatisfaction towards 

artificial borderlines: as the train is a usual means of Romanian-Moldovan mobility, the need for 

it to cross a borderline is regarded as an expression of the artificial divides between two 

communities strongly connected by their historic, linguistic and cultural benchmarks.  
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The song's lyrics deftly raise important foreign policy conundrums. This train connects 

the two capital cities of Chișinău and Bucharest, both in the song and in real life. The song 

represents the reunification of these cities and, via them, of the two countries in the fictional 

world of Eurovision. Trenulețul can be thus categorised as hybrid music due to its political 

position (Lebrun, 2009). The ease with which one may take the train between the two cities 

emphasises the widespread popular support for this political objective, which is shared by sizable 

populations on both sides of the border. Additionally, the song revives a pre-2014 Romanian 

foreign policy objective regarding the possibility of reunification with the Republic of Moldova. 

This political objective has been reinterpreted post-2014 to include a reunification that operates 

under EU membership as the Republic of Moldova works to become a member state. 

By relying on the current pro-reunification political voices in both Romania and Moldova 

and fusing historical figures with present political realities, Trenulețul performs an emplotment 

process (Pfoser, 2020, p. 572). This emplotment is accomplished by incorporating the 

mythological figure of Stephen the Great into the plot of the music video (Zdob și Zdub & 

Advahov Brothers - Trenulețul (The Train) official video, 2021) during the moment of the border 

crossing, reflected on a traditional carpet and provoking solemn reactions from border officers. 

As such, mythical nationalism (Rigney, 2018, p. 241), namely the use of an unquestioned figure 

rooted in national identity, as defined by the mythical themes developed by the XIX century 

nationalistic movements (Molnár, 2016, p. 175), transforms into banal nationalism (Billig, 1995), 

due to the fact that this mythical character is deployed on an everyday life object, namely a 

carpet. This particular scene in the music video conveys the overarching message of Trenulețul, 

namely the two peoples' similarity and closeness despite the artificial border separating them. 

  



5 

 

Bibliography 

dell’Agnese, E. (2015) ‘“Welcome to Tijuana”: Popular Music on the US–Mexico Border’, 

Geopolitics [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2014.979914. 

Baker, C. (2008a) ‘When Seve met Bregović: Folklore, turbofolk and the boundaries of Croatian 

musical identity’, Nationalities Papers, 36(4), pp. 741–764. 

Baker, C. (2008b) ‘Wild Dances and Dying Wolves: Simulation, Essentialization, and National 

Identity at the Eurovision Song Contest’, Popular Communication, 6(3), pp. 173–189. Available 

at: https://doi.org/10.1080/15405700802198113. 

Billig, M. (1995) Banal Nationalism. London ; Thousand Oaks, Calif. 

Björnberg, A. (2017) Return to ethnicity: The cultural significance of musical change in the 

Eurovision Song Contest. 1st edn, A Song for Europe. 1st edn. Routledge, pp. 13–23. Available 

at: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315097732-2. 

Bolin, G. (2006) ‘Visions of Europe: Cultural technologies of nation-states’, International 

Journal of Cultural Studies [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1367877906064030. 

Côté, T. (2011) ‘Popular musicians and their songs as threats to national security: a world 

perspective.’ Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/J.1540-5931.2011.00860.X. 

Giudice, C. and Giubilaro, C. (2015) ‘Re-Imagining the Border.Border Art as a Space of Critical 

Imagination and Creative Resistance’, Geopolitics [Preprint]. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2014.896791. 

Issa, S. (2018) ‘Ibrahim Qashoush’s Revolutionary Popular Songs: Resistance Music in the 2011 

Syrian Revolution’, Popular Music and Society [Preprint]. Available at: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03007766.2016.1254712. 

Lebrun, B. (2009) ‘Protest Music in France: Production, Identity and Audiences’. 

Molnár, V. (2016) ‘Civil society, radicalism and the rediscovery of mythic nationalism’, Nations 

and Nationalism, 22(1), pp. 165–185. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/nana.12126. 

Pfoser, A. (2020) ‘Memory and Everyday Borderwork: Understanding Border Temporalities’, 

Geopolitics [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2020.1801647. 

Revill, G. (2000) ‘Music and the Politics of Sound: Nationalism, Citizenship, and Auditory 

Space’. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1068/D224T. 

Rigney, A. (2018) ‘Remembrance as Remaking: Memories of the Nation Revisited’. Available 

at: https://doi.org/10.1111/NANA.12388. 

Sineaeva-Pankowska, N. and Pankowski, R. (2013) ‘The rock group Zdob şi Zdub as an example 

of national identity construction’. 



6 

 

Szary, A.-L.A. (2012) ‘Walls and Border Art: The Politics of Art Display’, Journal of 

Borderlands Studies [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2012.687216. 

Tripp, C. (2013) ‘Art of the Uprisings in the Middle East’, The Brown Journal of World Affairs, 

19(2), pp. 185–199. 

Walters, W. (2002) ‘Mapping Schengenland: Denaturalizing the Border’, Environment and 

Planning D-society & Space [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1068/D274T. 

Zdob și Zdub & Advahov Brothers - Trenulețul (The Train) official video (2021). Available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bGNT5Uh-WKw (Accessed: 30 December 2022). 

Zerubavel, E. (2004) ‘Time maps: collective memory and the social shape of the past’, Choice 

Reviews Online [Preprint]. Available at: https://doi.org/10.5860/CHOICE.41-2890. 

 


