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Abstract: This paper is discussing The Way I Spent 
the End of the World (Mitulescu 2006) as a case study 
for the idea that all mythologies of the end are based on 
personal eschatology. Elaborating on the concept of mini-
malist apocalypse, the author follows two main approaches 
– the narrative and the genre analysis as interpretation 
tools. The main elements of all apocalyptic narratives 
(considered to be the apocalyptic destruction of time; the 
Messianic presence; and the eschatological transformation 
of the world) are used in the analysis of the movie.
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Eschatons – when time and history end 

Eschatology, as indicated by the ety-
mology of the term itself, is about the end 
of things (in Greek eschaton /ἔσχατον/ 
meaning literally “the end”). Every ma-
jor religion, every mythology, every civ-
ilization has a theory about eschatos, that 
is about how the end will come. There is 
even a field in theological studies called 
“comparative eschatology”, which stud-
ies various forms of religious thinking 
about the ending of life/ world/ history/ 
time. 

However, the “end of the world” is 
one of the most profound Judeo-Christian 
myths, although there are some deep in-
fluences from the Mesopotamian mythol-
ogies, it remains central to Western civ-
ilization. It is in the Jewish eschatology 
where the end of the world has been iden-
tified with “end of days” (acḥarit ha-ya-
mim - Deuteronomy 31:29), that is with a 
moment in the history of humanity when 
time will cease to exist, and a “new age”, 
a new time will be put into place. This is 
fundamental to our understanding of the 
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end of the world – the eschaton is the end 
of time, the interruption of the linear de-
velopment of human history. 

Relevantly enough, the New Testa-
ment, implicitly with the message of 
Christ, begins with the reference to the 
same “end of days”. In early Christianity, 
claiming that the end was near was re-
inforced with the Messianic function. 
Embedded in the initial announcement 
of Christianity (eschaton ton hemer-
on - ἔσχατον τον ἡμερῶν) was the ful-
fillment of the Messianic message in the 
Old Testament. The end of the world 
in Christianity is the time when The 
Messiah has returned (Starnes 27). In the 
New Testament this is obvious in the ref-
erences from Mark 3:2 and Matthew 4:27, 
which indicate that the beginning of the 
Gospel must be tied with the idea that 
the Kingdom of God is near, and that the 
Messiah is here to bring the change of the 
world. This is another important message 
in any apocalyptic narrative: a Savior will 
come one the end is here.

Another important eschatological 
theme in apocalyptic storytelling is that 
of the eschatological transformation of 
the world - the changing of the Heavens 
and Earth. The creation of the New 
Jerusalem, after the annihilation of the 
old world equals the destruction of the 
sinful and the restoration of a new world 
which belongs to the pure and just. This 
is the chiliast tradition in apocalyptic my-
thology, of the millennial golden king-
dom of prosperity, of a perfect new world 
which is supposed to come after the end. 
All millennial mythologies share this trait 

– the end of one world is the beginning of 
another, better world. In this respect, the 
end of the world is an end of a society, an 
end of a social organization of humanity.

So, without detailing further the in-
tricate problems of eschatological infer-
ences in the Old and the New Testament, 
as well as in contemporary society, I con-
sider that there are three key elements 
of the Judeo-Christian eschatology that 
must be followed in any interpretation of 
the apocalyptic message: the apocalyptic 
destruction of time; the Messianic pres-
ence; and the eschatological transforma-
tion of the world.

Big and small apocalypses

In terms of the practical manifestation 
of the end, the amplitude of the apoca-
lyptic phenomenon, the magnitude of the 
end of the world differs in the various 
forms it comes: tsunamis, eruptions, geo-
logical cataclysms of all kinds, planetary 
and even cosmological changes. There is 
one common trait – they are all at a grand 
scale. The end of the world is represented 
in our popular culture as being tied with 
large cosmic event: asteroids clashing, 
supernova explosions, or similar experi-
ences with universal impact, like plan-
ets being destroyed. These are all maxi-
mal expressions of the end of the world. 
Manifested as maximal tragedies, most of 
the times the eschaton is happening at the 
level of the entire history of humanity – 
as it is the case with the end of entire civi-
lizations, from the Atlantes to the Mayans 
and, more recently, with the Holocaust or 
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racial genocides. These are all tragedies 
beyond comprehension. 

Yet the end of each of our personal 
histories, the end of each individual is as 
powerful as the end of an entire civiliza-
tion. Within any large scale apocalypse 
there are the minimal tragedies, the micro 
catastrophes, and they are as important as 
the catastrophes occurring at cosmic lev-
el, even if, most of the times, we perceive 
them as being more tragically eventful 
than the personal destruction. The end of 
our lives is in every case the end of the 
world as we know it, and since we don’t 
know any other world but our own pri-
vate universe, and we have no other exis-
tence except this one, the loss of life and, 
for that matter, any painful event threat-
ening this life is projected into an apoca-
lyptic dimension.

About myth projections
– etiologic explanations

One of the most important explana-
tions of how myths come into social dis-
course belongs to the psychological ap-
proach to myth formation. The etiologi-
cal explanation provided by the psycho-
logical functionalism suggests that any 
myth is a development of a real event 
and action. As Malinowski (1926) has in-
dicated, myths are stories that explain dif-
ficult concepts for the primitive individ-
ual, like death and sickness. In this re-
spect, myths are stories that reflect our 
own feelings and desires; they are narra-
tive projections of our intimate fears and 
hopes, ways to deal with the irrational 
nature of the human existence. As such, 

apocalyptic mythology is a projection of 
the psychological and emotional distur-
bance of the primitive self.

This must be linked with the psycho-
analytical explanation of myth forma-
tion. Following the classical description 
provided by Freudian myth analysis, all 
myths are basically projections of th e in-
ner world, mirrors of the instinctual life 
of the individuals. Later, in the Jungian 
interpretation, this was to be projected in 
the collective unconscious. For Jung all 
myths are manifestations of the human 
psyche, and the more fearful and unex-
plainable a social or personal experience 
is, the more we try to find supernatural 
explanations for its occurrence, thus my-
thologizing its “real” nature of events 
(Kerényi and Jung 3-5). The myth fun-
damentally explains what is going on in 
the psyche of the individuals, and then 
it projects these inner tensions into the 
wider, collective expression of the un-
conscious.

Usually when we are addressing the 
mythological manifestations of the apoc-
alypse, we tend to see it as a global event, 
influencing humanity or parts of human-
ity, with an impact over the time and his-
tory. We expect the end of the world as 
the catastrophic event which will occur as 
a planetary tragedy: the Noah flood, the 
plague or, more recently, the nuclear di-
saster. Yet the end of the world, or rather 
the end of a world happens every minute 
- each and every one of us is facing indi-
vidual ends of the world. Over time every 
person suffers from disease and illness, 
which are causing pain; every human be-
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ing faces personal loss or change of their 
social status - these are forms of apoca-
lypse. Losing a job or an important and 
beloved object represents the end of an 
era, and death represents the actual end 
of the world. 

But of all the inexplicable accidents 
that occur in our personal existence, 
mortality predisposes us to have the con-
science of the imminent end of our life, 
having us consider more often the pos-
sibility of our destruction and our irrep-
arable disappearance. Emotionally it is 
sometimes easier for us to conceive the 
end of the world, the catastrophic de-
struction of all life on earth, than accept-
ing our own death. In this sense the end 
of the world, the end of all life, the end 
of creation and of time is nothing but the 
projection of our own end, the end of our 
personal life, individual time and exis-
tence transferred at a global proportion. 
And, contrasting with the never com-
ing end of the cosmic world, the end of 
our personal life is one of the apocalyps-
es that will certainly happen; it is an end 
of the world which we will definitely wit-
ness, an eschaton we must surely be a part 
of. The end of the world is, in this respect, 
only a projection of the implacable end of 
the individual. Being mortals we know 
that we are all going to die - this is the 
only certainty of life: death. 

Are we all ”apocaholics”?

Another approach which provides an 
important insight in the formation of the 
theme of the end of the world comes from 
the theory of fiction. As Frank Kermode 

argued, “The end” is more important 
than just as a part of the narrative devel-
opment. Since any narrative has an apoca-
lyptic finality, which structures its begin-
ning and its ending, one can say that hu-
mans are socially trained to be apocaholics, 
which means we are addicted to the end, 
to various ends. Basically the apocalyptic 
thinking is a product of a cultural habit. 
This revolutionary idea was put forward 
in a seminal book by Frank Kermode. In 
his book about the sense of ending in lit-
erature, the critic suggests that there are 
two roots of the myth of the end of the 
world. The first is purely narrative, the 
end is a structural necessity of every story 
to come to a conclusion, to reach an end, 
thus making the stories about the end of 
the world a necessity. Second, which I 
will follow later, is that every apocalyp-
tic narrative is a projection of our own 
fear of death. The basic human need for 
ending gives us a false relationship with 
time, which we come to think, must end 
at some point. And this is changing our 
“real” relationship with time and exis-
tence (Kermode 57). In this sense “how” 
we narrate “the end” is as important as 
“what” we make out of it. Any changes in 
the narratives about the end must be seen 
as an indicator for a change in our under-
standing of the world.

This second perspective, linked to 
the formation of mythological eschatol-
ogy, opens two major explanations for 
the apocaholic need, as Kermode has put 
it, in all human societies. One is optimis-
tic, and was explained in detail by Mircea 
Eliade. The end of the world mythologies 
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are expressions of hope, no matter what 
terrible end we will suffer, there is going 
to be a resurrection, a rebirth. The second 
explanation suggested that the desire for 
the end of the world is actually a projec-
tion of the human condition, of a psycho-
logical determined necessity. 

The syntax of “The End of the World” 
movies. A genre analysis

Rick Altman was one of the first film 
critics to propose a genre studies ap-
proach to cinema interpretation. This 
technique was used early on as a narra-
tive structure analysis, which allows the 
comparative discussion of the similari-
ties between various cinematic produc-
tions. In this respect, similar movies have 
a similar syntax, the function according 
to structures which can be arranged and 
rearranged in such a way that they pro-
vide a stable understanding of the con-
tent (Altman 1984). It is not so much the 
vocabulary which interests the interpret-
er, that is the semantic of the discourse, 
but rather the broader meaning, generat-
ed by structural organization of elements. 
Following the differences between the se-
mantic and syntactic, the elements which 
are repeatedly stable and those who are 
constructed and irregular, the critic can 
have access to the deep meaning forma-
tion. Altman distinguishes between the 
primary level of generating meaning (the 
semantic) and a secondary one (the syn-
tactic), where the bond between the ele-
ments remains unchangeable.

In order to understand the importance 
of the end of the world in terms of cin-

ematic narratives one must understand 
the profound impact stories about ca-
tastrophes have played in the history of 
world cinema from the early stages on-
wards. One of the oldest genres in film 
history is based on the apocalyptic narra-
tive. The coming apocalypse was a con-
stant reference in the history of cinema, 
and its presence can be traced from the 
earliest production called End of the Days 
(made in 1916), to the most recent TV se-
ries entitled Revolution (2012). The inter-
est for representing disasters has created 
a specific genre which is, by definition, 
described as catastrophe movies. The es-
chatology films have become part of the 
Hollywood storytelling, the apocalyptic 
narrative being one of the most successful 
themes in recent cinema making. We can 
analyze these movies by looking at the 
“qualities” of the genre, at the building 
blocks which are specific to what Kirsten 
Thompson described as “apocalypticism” 
(Thompson 11). Basically all the catastro-
phe (or disaster) movies are organized as 
a syntactic structure following plot struc-
tures and story lines building on the hu-
man fear of ending and the implicit de-
sire of renewal.

Without going too deep in the debate 
about the sub-genres in cinema - where 
there are some authors considering the 
science fiction films as a genre of its own, 
while others view it as a sub-genre which 
was developed as a specific expression 
of the catastrophe movies - the produc-
tions which are called apocalyptic and 
post-apocalyptic belong to the broader 
category of disaster/ catastrophe films. 
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A few titles of Hollywood movies with 
this subject are relevant in themselves: 
Armageddon (1998), End of Days (1999), 
Resident Evil: Apocalypse (2004), Zombie 
Apocalypse (2011) these films have in their 
center a heroic figure trying to stop the 
implacable end of days (or the apoca-
lypse). Relevantly enough, as we were 
approaching the year 2000, the cinemat-
ic representations of the end of the world 
were growing in number – this decade 
was dominated by the Terminator series 
or the Matrix series, which were carry-
ing into the popular culture a message of 
the imminent destruction of the world as 
we know it. Only in 1997 were released 
14 films with this subject, in a single year 
that was an accomplishment of the genre! 

There are a couple of common tropes 
of these movies, but, as is the case with 
the famous End of Days, starring the ma-
cho hero Arnold Schwarzenegger, where 
the protagonist fights and succeeds to de-
feat evil, stopping the transformation of 
the world, the most common elements are 
those already identified in the theologi-
cal narratives: the Messianic intervention, 
the temporal redemption and the physi-
cal renewal.

The Way I Spent The End of the World: 
a case study

In the following discussion, I will be 
using Cătălin Mitulescu’s movie, The 
Way I Spent the End of the World (2006), 
as a case study to explore the idea that 
personal eschatology, expressed in a 
minimalist apocalyptic narrative, fol-
lows the elements of the maximal apoc-

alypse genre. Discussing the three ele-
ments of any apocalyptic narrative (the 
end of the world as time and space, and 
the Messianic promise), the interpretation 
searches for similarities in the discourse 
and in the structure of a contemporary 
movie.

Before going to the in-depth analysis 
of the film, the first question which has 
to be addressed is if we can perform a ge-
neric analysis of a movie clearly not a typ-
ical disaster movie, as if it would belong 
to the catastrophe genre? The follow-
ing question concerns the possible out-
come of such an approach. The answers 
come from the very nature of the “new 
wave” cinema, from the fact that it pro-
vides counter-narratives to the canonical 
film making, thus allowing a more critical 
comparison, both at the level of the genre 
and at the level of content formation.

First of all is the narrative level. Matei, 
the young protagonist of the movie, is 
called Lalalilu, and this obvious allitera-
tive name suggests the loose identity of 
the character. He lives between worlds, 
he is not mature, but he is neither a child; 
he is witness to tragedy, and part of in-
nocence; he is both happy and sad. Yet 
this kindergarten boy’s function as main 
character is totally opposed to the typical 
catastrophe action movie characters. Still, 
as in the case of the super-heroic apoc-
alyptic male protagonists, he is facing, 
throughout the movie, several personal 
“ends of the world” (and will become the 
source for the end of the world). Actually 
almost each sequence in the movie rep-
resents an apocalypse of its own, an end 
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of the world. Unlike the superheroes in 
the disaster movies, initially Lalalilu pas-
sively watches the world around him col-
lapses, observing how his sister, Eva, be-
gins to deal with the harsh realities of 
life. He sees how his mother and father 
are struggling for existence, and how his 
entire neighborhood is consumed by ap-
athy. Living in Romania during the final 
years of Ceausescu’s regime is like living 
throughout the end of the world.

In Mitulescu’s narrative treatment the 
end of the communist regime is not only 
the end of the world, but is also the end of 
several worlds. The narrative change the 
director proposes is quintessential. As the 
family of the Gypsy peddler of the neigh-
borhood watch the December festivities 
broadcasted on television, we see in a bri-
ef television close-up how Lalalilu’s uses 
his slingshot against the communist su-
preme Leader, which becomes, in turn, 
the main instigation of the Revolution 
in Romania. In the end Lalalilu has be-
come the Messianic hero, he defeated the 
Evil figure, and while Ceausescu is help-
lessly calling for calm, the growing des-
truction of his world takes over. Later, 
when Lalalilu and the other neighbors 
are watching the burial of Ceausescu and 
his wife on television, the prophecy of the 
end is fulfilled.

The end of innocence as
the end of the world

Once again childhood plays an impor-
tant role in constructing the mythology of 
the end. As Jung pointed out, the psychic 
health of the individual depends on the 

childhood patterns of psychic activity and 
the process of the psyche development is 
a continuous process of dramatization, a 
process that (unlike in the Freudian ap-
proach) never ends. This dramatization is 
similar to that of dreaming, where every-
thing happens in a theater in which “the 
dreamer is himself the scene, the player, 
the prompter, the producer, the author, 
the public, and the critic” (Jung 1974, par. 
509)

This dramatization is explicit in 
the very first sequence of the movie. 
Beginning with a raccourci showing a 
group of elderly people in a room (the 
parents waiting for the school celebra-
tion to begin), as opposed to the merry 
children in the auditorium next door, the 
opening shot establishes this opposition: 
innocent and young vs. old and destitute. 
The entire narrative of the movie is actu-
ally constructed around this opposition 
between the universe of the children (ex-
pressed by the “gang” of Lalalilu) and the 
universe of the “old people”, of the peo-
ple who are already captive in their own 
destiny (the parents, the professors, the 
Securitate officer). 

The universe of the children is the 
universe of dreaming, while the uni-
verse of the adults is dominated by re-
ality and pragmatic decisions. The most 
relevant is the opening sequence, when 
Lalalilu dreams that he meets Ceausescu, 
who personally hands him huge polen-
ta pie (mămăligă). “Mămăligă eaters” 
was the derogatory term for describing 
Romanians, and here “mămăliga” is the 
food which can be eated also by those 
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who cannot chew, who are not grown up. 
Since the “mămăliga” is given to Lalalilu 
by Ceausescu as an instance of the super 
ego, being a subconscious reference to 
fact that Lalalilu did not grow up. When 
Ceausescu finds out that Lalalilu has his 
baby teeth, he takes the “mămăliga” from 
the young boy, who comes back to reali-
ty. This obviously represents the coercive 
nature of authority, the cruelty of adult 
life. Having baby teeth and the falling of 
the baby teeth are latent manifestation of 
the painful transformation that the child 
goes through, from innocence to adult-
hood. The loss of innocence becomes the 
loss of the world, and while the child en-
ters the world of adults it loses a para-
dise which was childhood. In this sense 
the movement from childhood to anoth-
er age is automatically that compatible to 
a psychic apocalypse. Leaving the world 
effectiveness and this represented by the 
preschool existence of the young hero is 
projected as the first end of the world. 
The little boy faces an inner cataclysm, a 
catastrophe where he must recognize that 
there is no turning back to a world which 
has disappeared.

Another degradation of the innocence 
is represented in the movie when one of 
the families in the neighborhood organiz-
es a baptism celebration. Titi, the grandfa-
ther, seems like a respected elder, a patri-
archal figure surrounded by his offspring, 
his children and grandchildren. He has 
his grandson pick up an item from a tray 
of random objects, and declares that his 
future profession will be decided upon 
what he chose. Even if the child cannot 

even talk his destiny is determined by 
the older generation. Yet by the end of 
the party Titi falls into a degraded form 
of innocence, he appears to be an irratio-
nal figure, taking off his clothes, climbing 
naked on top of the roof. 

Coming out of the dream world of 
childhood, both Eva and Lalalilu end up 
facing the dark realities of the society. 
Eva loses her innocence (by making love 
to Alexandru) and thus enters the world 
of the adults, and Lalalilu loses his inno-
cence when putting his dream of killing 
Ceausescu into action. The loss of inno-
cence leads immediately to the end of a 
world.

The end of a political world/
the apocalyptic transformation of society

In a narrow, political and social sense, 
the Romanian Revolution represented 
the end of a world and the beginning of 
a new world. This is the explicit “end of 
the world”, the one the title of the movie 
refers to. Yet, in the personal lives of the 
characters of this movie there are several 
social ends. Both Eva and her boyfriends 
(Alexandru and Andrei) are experienc-
ing their own “ends of the world”. First 
Eva, the sister of Lalalilu, is expelled from 
her “elitist” high school, after smashing 
the bust of Ceausescu. Eva’s world ends 
when she is sent to a technical school, only 
to begin again when she meets Andrei. 
Then the two of them conspire to escape 
communist Romania by swimming across 
the Danube into Yugoslavia and making 
their way to Italy. Eva’s second end of 
the world happens on the shores of the 
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Danube, when trying to escape commu-
nist Romania only to return to the shore, 
while Andrei’s end of the world is the 
successful flight to the West. The third 
end of the world is when Eva finally emi-
grates, after the death of Alexandru, only 
to be working on a Paradise - like cruiser, 
in a capitalist environment. 

Almost all other characters in the 
movie face similar “ends of the world” 
- and the end scene is extremely rele-
vant for this transformation. As it is for 
Ceausică, the father of Alexandru and the 
Securitate officer of the neighborhood, the 
end of communism means the end of his 
life as an authority figure and his trans-
formation into a caricature - like individ-
ual. Opposed to the apocalypse of the re-
gime, all these individual apocalypses 
are even more dramatic and perceived as 
more important, and deeper that the so-
cial one.

Dying and leaving as ends of the world

Leaving is the end of the world, or 
paraphrasing the line from a sonnet by 
Edmond Haraucourt, moving from one 
world to another, leaving one’s coun-
try, and, for the particular context of this 
movie, escaping the realities of commu-
nism, is nothing but another manifesta-
tion of the end of the world. For many 
Romanians who have become transfuges, 
immigrants without citizenship or social 
identity, this has represented a very prob-
able end of their world. Leaving one place 
for another is a representation of the end. 
Eva tries to revolt against the authority 
of her father when she disappears with 
Andrei to escape from Romania across 

the Danube. Her leaving meant the desire 
to put an end to her world. When she re-
turns back to the unjust society, she is ac-
tually accepting the final transformation 
of her life.

Another “minimalist” end of the 
world is the loss of the individual life. 
The young boy almost drowns himself 
and it’s saved by the madman of the 
neighborhood. Death and near death ex-
periences are in conjunction with living 
the end of the world in a personal man-
ner. This is explicit in the sequence when 
“Boulba Superman”, the town drunk res-
cues Lalalilu when he nearly drowns. The 
only adult able to perform innocently in 
the world of abnormality is the madman, 
and he is promising the young boy that 
Ceausescu will be “taken care of”, and 
he will never be allowed to hurt anyone 
again, a promise of the end. 

Final transformation of the individual

In the final scene, Lalalilu and his 
friends make their way to the mailbox 
at the end of their street, and during this 
short, almost dreamlike road, when sym-
bolically the children are taking over the 
world of the adults (by driving the car), 
the line between fantasy and reality is 
completely erased. When reality and il-
lusion have merged, the horrible world 
of the past was transformed into a color-
ful, happy dream world. Lalalilu’s two 
friends are driving the car as he sits in 
the back and watches all the elder men 
in the neighborhood outside the window, 
and they are all changed. The secret po-
lice agent and the domineering teacher, 
two of the most important figures of au-
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thority, have now become usual people, 
one almost crazy, the other a common fig-
ure. The old authority has lost its pow-
er, the old world has disappeared. As the 
camera pans, focusing in on this lineup 
of old men, they are saying goodbye to 
their world.

In the end, the personal eschaton is 
a manifestation of the radical and total 
transformation of the old world into a 
new world. In this respect any total trans-
formation of the individual is an expres-
sion of the minimized apocalypse.

References 
Altman, Rick, “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre, Cinema Journal, Vol. 23, No. 3 

(Spring, 1984), pp. 6-18.
Jung Carl G., “General Aspects of Dream Psychology”, in Dreams, trans: R. Hull, Princeton 

University Press, Princeton, 1974. 
Jung Carl G. and Kerényi Károly, The Science of Mythology: Essays on the Myth of the Divine Child 

and the Mysteries of Eleusis, Routledge, London, 2002
Kermode, Frank. The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Oxford University 

Press, 1967
Malinowski, Bronislaw, Myth in Primitive Psychology, W.W. Norton & Company, London, 1926.
Starnes, Casey “Ancient Visions: The Roots of Judeo-Christian Apocalypse”, in Kinane and 

Ryan, End of Days: Essays on the Apocalypse from Antiquity to Modernity, McFarland, Jefferson, 
2009, pp. 27-46.

Thompson, Kirsten M, Apocalyptic Dread: American Film at the Turn of the Millennium, SUNY 
Press, New York, 2007.


